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FOREWORD 



Sports touch nearly every family, and often they originate in 
a youth program. Although I am a college football coach, I have 
had two children participate in youth sport programs, and a third 
is participating now. I regret not having had an opportunity to read 
Parents' Complete Guide to Youth Sports before they became in- 
volved. 

Youngsters entering sports for the first time usually are par- 
ticipating for the enjoyment and camaraderie of being with their 
friends. But when my children started in youth sports, I can remem- 
ber being extreme 1 / upset with the attitudes and conduct of par- 
ents toward officials, coaches, and even their own youngsters. 
There is a tendency among parents to become children's severest 
critics, when in most cases what a young athlete needs is a pat on 
the back, not criticism. 

Parents' Complete Guide to Youth Sports offers suggestions on 
what role parents should assume from the time their youngster 
starts youth sports through recruitment by college coaches. It of- 
fers suggestions not only to the parents of gifted athletes but also 
to parents who have youngsters of average athletic ability. It pro- 
vides helpful information about parenting young athletes at all 
levels. 

Although only a small percentage of young athletes will be 
recruited by colleges and universities, for those who are and for 
their parents, it can be a very trying and emotional period. It is a 
time when proper input from parents can help a young athlete 
through a very stressful period and help him or her make a correct 
decision on which university to attend. 
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Athletics can be a very enjoyable experience for parents and 
athletes, or they can become a source of tension and frayed nerves 
for both. Parents' Complete Guide to Youth Sports provides informa- 
tion and guidelines for decision making that can help make youth 
sports what they should be— an enjoyable and enriching 
experience for all. 

Don James 

Parent and head football coach, 
University of Washington 
1977 College Football Coach of 
the Year 
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CHAPTER 1 

YOU AND YOUR CHILD IN SPORTS: 
Sanity and Madness in Competition 



Dear Mem and Dad: 

I'm writing this letter because you've always told me to tell you if 
anything was bothering me. This has been on my mind for a while, but I 
haven't been able to get myself to tail; about it. 

Remember the other night when my team was playing and you were 
sittingand watching? Well, Ihopeyou won't get madatme t butyoukind 
of embarrassed me. Remember when I struck out with the bases loaded? I 
felt really bad about that but even worse when I heard you yelling at the 
umpire. Actually, the pitch was a strike, but that pitcher is so fast I just 
couldn 't swing. Then later in the game when the coach took me out in the 
fourth inning so Danny could play, I really felt bad that you got down on 
him, becausehe's tryingto doagood job. He really loves baseball and loves 
coaching us kids. 

Dad, I know you want me to be a good ballplayer like you were, and 
I really do try as hard as I can. Bu 1 1 guess I just can 't measure up to what 
you want me to be. The way you act when I don 't do gucd, it makes me 
feel like I've let you down. On the way home the other night, neither of 
y~" spoke to me, I guess you were pretty sore at me for messing up. You 
made me feel like I never wanted to play baseball again. 

Even though I'm not very good, I love to play and it's / 0 f S 0 jfu n fang 
with the other kids. But it seems like the only time you 're happy is when 
I do really good— even though you told me that flaying sports was sup- 
posed to be for fun and to learn the game. I want to have fun but you keep 
taking the fun away. I didn 't know you were going to get so upset because 
I couldn't become a star. 

This is really hard to say, and that's why I have to write it to you. I 
used to be really happy that you came to our games Some of the kids ' par- 
ents never show up. But maybe it would be better if you stopped coming 
so I wouldn't have to worry about disappointing you. 

Love, 
Chris 
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Chris's letter leaves little doubt that his parents are having a 
real impact on his youth sport experience. Unfortunately, it is not 
the kind of effect that one would wish for him. Perhaps Chris's par- 
ents are lucky, for their son has the courage to give them feedback 
on something that is bothering him deeply and influencing his en- 
joyment c sports. Maybe they can change their behavior, after re- 
alizing how they are unintentionally becoming a source of stress 
rather than a source of support. Like all parents, they want the best 
for their child, anU they may honestly feel that they are supporting 
him in his sport activities. It also seems clear that there needs to be 
a change in their attitudes and beha vior, if sports are tobringChris 
and his parents closer together and to contribute to his enjoyment 
of the activity. 

This book is for you, the parent of the young athlete. We wrote 
it because we believe that sport participa Hon has great potential for 
improving the growth and personal development of children and 
for enriching the family. Because sports are so important to young- 
sters, what parents do and say in relation to athletics can have an 
important long-term impact on the child. We hope that this book 
will provide you with information that will help make the sport ex- 
perience constructive and enjoyable! 



Parents can be a source of support or they can create 
stress for young athletes. 



All parents do as well as they can, within the limits of their 
awareness. We believe that the information in these pages will in- 
crease your awareness of, and help you deal more effectively with; 
the many problems and opportunities that can arise in youth 
sports. We welcome tl*e opportunity to increase the knowledge of 
parents who have a strong background in sports as well as those 
who have relatively little athletic experience. 

The Growth of Youth Sports 

How big are youth sports, and how did they get that way? Or- 
ganized youth sports in the United States actually go back to the 
early 1900s. The first programs were established in public schools 
when it was recognized that physical activity was an important 
part of education. Over time, sponsorship and control of some 
sports have shifted to a variety of local and national youth agen- 
cies. These programs have flourished, and today more children are 
playing than ever before. 
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Youth sports are deeply rooted in our social and 
cultural heritage. 
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How fast have youth sports grown? Very fast! Little League 
Baseball, one of the oldest programs, is a good example. It origi- 
nated in 1939 in William sport, I*»nnsylvania, as a three-team league 
for eight- to twelve-year-old boys. The program -vas so popuL . 
that it spread rapidly. By 1949, more than 300 Little Leagues (com- 
posed of mostly four teams) were operating in eleven states. In 
1987, there were some 16,000 chartered leagues in twenty-five 
countries and territorial possessions around the world. Their en- 
rollment included more than 2.5 million boys and girls six to eigh- 
teen years of age. 

Programs in other sports have also shown rapid growth. Esti- 
mates of the number of young people (ages six to eighteen) parti- 
cipating in non-school athletics are astonishing. A report presented 
a t the 1984 Olympic Scientific Congress indicated that about 20 mil- 
lion of the 45 million youth in this age range participate in non- 
school sports. In addition, the National High School Federation 
estimated that 3.35 million boys and 1 .78 million girls, or a total of 
5.13 million young people, participated in high school sports. At 
the same time, approximately 2.5 million Canadian youth between 
the ages of six and eighteen participated in organized team and in- 
dividual sports. 

Growth of the sports movement has demanded the involve- 
ment of increasing numbers of adults. Nearly 2.5 million men and 
women volunteer their time as coaches, league adm inistrators, and 
officials. As programs become more highl} organized, parental in- 
volvement, of necessity, must also increase. 

The youth sport explosion has touched children and adults in 
increasing numbers. Several factors have contributed to the rise of 
organized youth sports. 

• Over the years there has been a clear recognition of 
the importance of wholesome leisure-time activities 
for children. 

• The mushrooming of large cities has decreased the 
amount and availability of play spaces. 

• Many authoiities have looked to sport programs as a 
way of reducing juvenile delinquency. 
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• Sports have become an increasingly central part of 
our culture and personal lives. We have become more 
fitness-minded, and the mass media has brought 
sporting events into homes of virtually every family. 

• The final factor accounting for the growth of youth 
sports is the most import' .nt one. Sports are an 
enjoyable and rewardir^ pastime. The most 
important reason why people participate in sports is 
that sports can and should provide fun and 
enjoyment! 

Growth in the popularity and scope of youth sports and in the 
role that they play in the lives of children is undeniable. But this 
expansion has generated ongoing and, at times, bitter debate. Seri- 
ous questions have been raised about the desirability of organized 
sports for children. Unfortunately, answers to the questions are not 
simple. 

Organized Youth Sports: The Debate Lingers On 

We have already identified some of the reasons for the rapid 
growth of youth sports. Obviously this growth could not have oc- 
curred if people did not believe that participation in organized 
sports is beneficial Those who favor sport programs emphasize 
that there are many aspects of the experience that contribute to per- 
sonal development. Some supporters have pointed out that sports 
are miniature life situations — ones in which children can learn to 
cope with many of the important realities of life. Within sports, chil- 
dren exercise to cooperate with others, to compete, to deal with 
success and failure, to learn self-control, and to take risks. Impor- 
tant attitudes are formed about achievement, authority, and per- 
sistence in the face of difficulty. 

Adult leadership can be one of the truly positive features of or- 
ganized sport programs. Knowledgeable coaches can help children 
acquire physical skills and begin to master a sport. Higher levels of 
physical fitness can be pronioti J ' *• v -"jidance. The coach can 
become a significant adult i n I iv or V child and can have a 
huge positive influence «_ : >cr c r\i an< social development. 
Likewise, the involvemer *f m« . , jig families closer to- 
gether and heighten the i ? ; c ')i * n < .per:ence for young athletes. 
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Sport programs for children have both desirable 
and undesirable consequences. 



Youth sports have more than their share of critics. Most nota- 
bly, coverage by the popular media is dominated by attacks on 
sport programs. Because mistreatment of children is newsworthy, 
sport abuses are likely to be sensationalized and widely publicized. 
Distortions frequently occur. One prominent sport psychologist re- 
cently spent ninety minutes with a reporter. For eighty minutes he 
discussed the positive aspects of sport programs, and for ten 
minutes he talked about the problems in youth sports. The news- 
paper article dealt only with the problems. Furthermore, it mis- 
quoted the expert as saying that all organized sports should be 
eliminated for children under the age of sixteen. The media's over- 
emphasis on the negative has understandably made some parents 
question the value of youth sports. 

Undoubtedly problems can arise in sport programs, and some 
of these problems have been the focus of severe criticism. Newsweek 
once published a thoughtful editorial by former major league 
pitcher Robin Roberts, entitled "Strike Out Little League." This 
Hall of Fame baseball star pointed out that Little League Baseball 
can place excessive physical and psychological strains on young- 
sters, and that programs sometimes exist more for the self-serving 
needs of adults than for the welfare of children. Experts in child de- 
velopment have claimed that adult-supervised and highly orga- 
nized programs can rob children of the creative benefits of 
spontaneous play. They suggest that children would benefit far 
more if adults simply left them to their own games and activities. 

Many complaints center around the role of adults in youth 
sport programs. Critic have charged that some coaches are ab- 
soibed in living out theii own fantasies of building sport dynasties, 
and that consequently they show little personal concern for their 
athletes. Likewise, opponents of youth sports maintain that some 
parents live through their children's accomplishments and place 
some tremendous pressure on them to succeed. When coaches and 
parents become more focused on themselves than on the quality of 
the children's experience, something is undoubtedly wrong! 

The negative involvement of adults in sports has been linked 
to such problems as the inapprop 4ate use of drugs for training and 
conditioning purposes, physical injury due to excessive training 
and competition, and blatant cheating and dishonesty. The 
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Los Angeles Times reported that one misguided coach injected 
oranges with amphetamines, then fed them to his ten- to twelve- 
year-old football players to get them "up" for a game. The 
Washington Post carried a story about a mother who forged a phony 
birth certificate for her seventeen-year-old son so that he could star 
in a league for fourteen-year-olds. 

Who's right? Are youth sports a symptom of a serious, wide- 
spread social disease? Or are they the salvation of our youth? The 
answer is neither. No reasonable person can deny that important 
problems do exist in some programs. Some of the criticisms are well 
founded and can be constructive. On the other hand, surveys have 
shown that the vast majority of adults and children involved in 
sports find them to be an enjoyable and valued part of their lives. 
The bottom line is that sport programs are what we make of them. 
They can become a source of joy and fulfillment in the life of a child, 
or a source of stress and disappointment. 



A realistic appraisal of youth sports includes 
recognition of their positive and negative features. 



We believe that sports have a strong positive potential for 
achieving important objectives. The question is not whether youth 
sports should continue to exist— they are here to stay as a firmly 
established part of our society. If anything, they will continue to 
grow in spite of the criticisms that are sometimes leveled at them. 
The real question is how parents can help ensure that sports will 
be a positive experience for their children. 

What can you do to help achieve the many desirable outcomes 
that are possible? Perhaps the key to unlocking the potential of 
youth sports lies in being well informed about their physical and 
psychological dimensions. We hope that the information presented 
in this book will assist you in your role as a successful youth sport 
parent. 

The Rights of Child Athletes 

When children enter a sport program, they automatically as- 
sume responsibilities. But they also have rights. Adults need to re- 
spect these rights if young athletes are to have a safe and rewarding 
sport experience. The National Association for Sport and Physical 
Education's Youth Sports Task Force has developed a "Bill of Rights 
for Young Athletes." The rights identified by these medical experts, 
sport scientists, and national youth sport administrators are pre- 
sented in the accompanying box. 
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Bill of Rights 
for Young Athletes 

1. Right to participate in sports. 

2. Right to participate at a level commensurate with each 
child's maturity and ability, 

3. Right to have qualified adult leadership. 

4. Right to play as a child and not as an adult. 

5. Right to share in the leadership and decision-making of 
sport participation. 

6. Right to participate in safe and healthy environments. 

7. Right to proper preparation for participation in sports. 

8. Right to an equal opportunity to strive for success. 

9. Right to be treated with dignity. 

10. Right to have fun in sports. 



We believe that the "Bill of Rights" provides a sound frame- 
work for fulfilling adult responsibilities toward young athletes. 
These rights will be dealt with in greater detail throughout the book 
as we explore their implications for enriching the sport experience. 

Goals and Models in Youth Sports 

What do you want your child to get out of sports? What are the 
goals that you would like achieved? Parental objectives can range 
from simply providing a worthwhile leisure-time activity for chil- 
dren to laying the foundation for becoming an Olympic champion 
or professional athlete. Of course, there are many other goals that 
may well be more appropriate. Some of them are physical, such as 
attaining sport skills and increasing physical fitness. Others are 
psychological, such as developing leadership skills, self-discipline, 
respect for authority, competitiveness, cooperativeness, sports- 
manship, and self-confidence. These are many of the positive attri- 
butes that fall under the heading of "character." 
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The greatest contribution that sports can make to 
young athletes is to build character. The greatest 
teacher of character is on the athletic field," 
Tom Landry, professional football ccach 



Youth sports are also an important social activity in which chil- 
dren make new friends and acquaintances and become part of an 
ever-expanding social network. Furthermore, sports can serve to 
bring families closer together. 

Whatever your objectives may be, it is important that you be- 
come aware of them, And you must realize that none of these objec- 
tives can be achieved as a result of mere participation in sports. 
Simply placing a child into a sport situation does not guarantee a 
positive outcome. The nature and quality of the program, ivhich 
are very much dependent on the input of adults, are prime factors 
in determining benefits. 

Unlike youth sports, the major goals of professional sports are 
directly linked to their status in the entertainment industry. Former 
Dallas Cowboys wide receiver Peter Gent recalled that at the end 
of rookie camp, a meeting was held to explain the responsibilities 
of a professional athlete. 'The man to give the best advice was the 
team's public relations director," Gent said. "He told us, 'Boys, this 
is show business.'" 

The goals of professional sports, simply stated, are to entertain 
and, ultimately, to make money. Financial success is of primary im- 
portance and depends heavily on a product orientation, namely, 
winning. Is this wrong? Certainly not! As a part of the entertain- 
ment industry, professional sports have tremendous value in our 
society. 

In the professional sports world, players are commodities tobe 
bought sold, and traded. Their value is based on how much they 
contribute to winning and profit-making. They are the instruments 
of success on the field and at the box office, and they are dealt with 
as property or as cogs in a machine. 

Professional athletes are often glorified by the media to create 
an image intended to draw paying customers and generate inter- 
est in the team. However, many professional athletes feel that little 
real concern is shown them as human beings or contributing mem- 
bers of society. For example, several professional teams have re- 
portedly turned deaf ears to reports of drug abuse by star athletes 
as long as the athletes continued to perform well. In his book en- 

. J 
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Professional sports have different goals and values than youth sports. 



titled LT: Living on the Edge, Lawrence Taylor of the professional 
football Giants y rote the following about his battle with cocaine 
addiction: "If they wanted tobust me, fine. But I knew they weren't 
going to do that, not as long as I was who I was and my game was 
intact" 



"All they seem to care about is what you did for 
them yesterday and what you can do for them 
tomorrow." 
Willie Mays, Baseball Hall of Famer 



The professional coach's job is to win. Those who don't usual- 
ly join the ranks of the unemployed rather quickly and un- 
ceremoniously. No gold watches for years of service, either! A 
win-at-all-costs philosophy is required for advancement and, in- 
deed, survival. Professional coaches do not receive bonuses for 
developing character. Their primary function is to help the 
franchise to compete successfully for the entertainment dollar. 

The developmental model of sports has a far different focus. As its 
name suggests, the goal is to develop the individual. The most im- 
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portant product is not wins or dollars but, rather, the quality of the 
experience for the child. In this sense, sport participation is an edu- 
cational process whereby children can learn to cope with realities 
they will face later in life. Although winning is sought aftei; it is by 
no means the primary goal. Profit is measured not in terms of dol- 
lars and cents but in terms of the skills and personal characteristics 
that are acquired. 



In a developmental model, sports provide an arena 
for learning, where success is measured in terms of 
personal growth and development 



We are firmly convinced that most of the problems in youth 
sports occur when uninformed adults erroneously impose a pro- 
fessional model on what should be a recreational and educational 
experience for children. When excessive em phasis is placed on win- 
ning, it is easy to lose sight of the needs and interests of the young 
athletes. 

We asked earlier what you want your child to get out of sports. 
Perhaps we also should know about the objectives that young ath- 
letes seek to achieve, A sport psychologist, Daniel Gould, sum- 
marized the ilsuHs of two scientific surveys conducted in the 
United States and Canada. The studies indicated that young ath- 
letes most often say they participate in organized sports for the fol- 
lowing reasons: 

• To have fun 

• To improve their skills and learn new skills 

• To be with their friends or make new friends 

• For thrills and excitement 

• To succeed or win 

• To become physically fit 

Concerned parents should ask their children athletes what they 
want from sports and why they wish to participate. Parents should 
not be guilty of forcing their own aspirations upon their children. 
Rather, they should make sure that young athletes have a say in de- 
termining their own destiny. 
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It is important to note that the primary goal of the pro- 
fessional—succeeding or winning— is far less important to chil- 
dren. In one of our own studies, we found that teams' won-lost 
records have nothing to do with how well young athletes liked the 
coaches they played for or with their desire to play for the same 
coach again. Interestingly, however, success of the team was related 
to how much the children thought their parents liked the coach. 
The children also felt that the won-lost record influenced how 
much their coach liked them. It appears that even at a very young 
age, children begin to tune in to the adult emphasis on winning, 
even though they do not yet share it themselves. What children do 
share is a desire to have fun! 

Fun. A term we use a lot. But what is it? Certainly, it's easy to 
tell when people are having fun. They show it in their expression 
of happiness, satisfaction, and enthusiasm. We've asked many chil- 
dren why sports are fun for them. Perhaps the most basic reason 
was given by a little eight-year-old girl who said, "Fun is when I'm 
doing something that makes me happy just to be doing it, like play- 
ing tennis." In other words, much of the fun in sports comes just 
from performing the activities themselves. One child played on a 
soccer team that almost never won matches. Yet the youngster 
could hardly wait for the coming season. Why? Because he had fun. 
He siir My enjoyed playing soccer. Being with others, meeting chal- 
lenges, feeling the drama of uncertain outcomes, becoming more 
skilled, all of these add to the fun of doing for doing's sake. 

Winning also adds to the fun, but we sell sports short if we in- 
sist that winning is the most important ingredient. In fact, several 
studies reported that when children were asked where they'd 
rather be — warming the bench on a winning team or playing reg- 
ularly on a losing team— about 90 percent of them chose the losing 
team. The message is clear: The enjoyment of playing is more im- 
portant to children than the satisfaction of winning. 

The basic right of the child athlete to have fun in participating 
should not be neglected. One of the quickest ways to reduce fun is 
to begin treating children as if they were varsity or professional 
athletes. 
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"It's a disgrace what we're doing in the United 
States and Canada. We're asking kids to compete <o 
win. Why not ask them to compete to have fun? 
We're trying to build our own egos on little 
children." 

Sparky Anderson, major league baseball manager 



feihaps most importantly, we need to keep in mind that young 
athletes are not miniature adults. They are children, and they have 
the right to play as children. In fact, we all do. The Dutch philoso- 
pher Johan Httizinga wrote that to play as an adult, everyone must 
become a child again Youth sports are first and foremost a play ac- 
tivity, and children deserve to enjoy sports in their own way. 

Now, we are not suggesting changing the team names or taking 
away the uniforms. The youngsters enjoy these trappings. What 
we are stressing is the need to make sure that our programs remain 
child<entered and do not become adult-centered. 

A Winning Philosophy for Youth Sports 

Vince Lombardi was a winner. During his years as coach of the 
Green Bay Kickers, he created a professional football dynasty the 
likes of which had never been seen before. His team was the power- 
house of the NFL during the 1960s— a team driven to near perfec- 
tion by an intensely competitive, perfectionistic leader. Lombardi's 
image was immortalized in the famous statement, "Winning isn't 
everything, it's the only thing." 

If you are a sports fan or perhaps even if you are not, you have 
heard this famous quote. But did you know that Lombardi never 
actually said that? Years after his death, his son revealed that his 
father had been misquoted. What Lombardi actually said was, 
"Winning isn't everything, but striving to win is." 

John Wooden was another winner, and so were the UCLA 
Bruins who played for him. During a twelve-year period from 1963 
through 1975, his teams won the national collegiate basketball 
championship ten times. Certainly, to be that successful Wooden 
and his Bruins had to be single-mindedly focused on winning 
games. And yet, at least where Wooden was concerned, this was 
not the case. In fact, what he did communicate to his teams may 
have been the key to their success and their ability to play well 
under pressure. John Wooden once told an.audience of coaches: 
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You cannot find a player who ever played for me at UCLA that can 
tell you that he ever heard me mention "winning" a basketball game. He 
might say I inferred a little here and there, but I never mentioned win- 
ning Yet the last thing that 1 told my players just prior to tip-off, before 
we would go on the floor, was, "When the game is over, I want your head 
up, and I know of only one way for your head to be up. That's for you to 
knew that you didyourbest. No one can do more.... You made that effort. " 

Yes, Lombardi and Wooden were winners. Their won-lost 
records speak for themselves. Yet it is interesting to note that both 
coaches placed an emphasis on the process of striving for excel- 
lence. Their visions went beyond a preoccupation with winning 
games. Instead, they demanded that their players dedicate them- 
selves to 100 percent effort. 

The common notion in sports equates success with victory — 
scoring more points, runs, or goals than the opponent. Yet, in a 
youth sport model, the measure of a person's or a team's success 
goes beyond records and standings. Success is a personal thing and 
is related to one's own standards and abilities. John Wooden cap- 
tured this relationship when he offered the following definition of 
success: "Success is peace of mind, which is a direct result of self- 
satisfaction in knowing you did your best to become the best that 
you are capable of becoming." 

Wooden's perspective on success may be the most important 
reason why he deserves the title "Wizard of Westwood." He real- 
ized that everyone can be a success, because success relates to the 
effort that one puts into attaining one's personal potential. 

In terms of the educational benefits of sports, children can learn 
from both winning and losing. But *or this to occur, winning must 
be placed in a healthy perspective Ve have therefore developed a 
four-part philosophy of winning designed to maximize young ath- 
letes' enjoyment of sports and their chances of receiving the posi- 
tive outcomes of participation. 

1. Winning isn't everything, nor is it the only thing. Young athletes 
can't possibly learn from winning and losing if they think the only 
objective is to beat their opponents. Does this mean that children 
should not try to win? Definitely not! As a form of competition, 
sports involve a contest between opposing individuals or teams. It 
would be naive and unrealistic to believe that winning is not an im- 
portant goal in sports. But it is not the most important objective. 

To play sports without striving to win is to be a dishonest com- 
petitor. But despite this fact, it is important that we not define 
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success only as winning. Not every child can play on a champion- 
ship team or become a star athlete. Yet every child can experience 
the true success that comes from trying his or her best to win. The 
opportunity to strive for success is the right of every young athlete. 

2. Failure is not the same thing as losing. Athletes should not view 
losing as a sign of failure or as a threat to their personal value. They 
should be taught that losing a game is not a reflection of their own 
self-worth. In other words, when an individual or tea m loses a con- 
test, it does not mean that they are worth less than if they had won. 
In fact, some valuable lessons can be learned from losing. Children 
can learn to persist in the face o' obstacles and to support each other 
even when they do not achieve victory. 

They can also learn chat mistakes are not totally negative but 
are important stepping stones to achievement. Mistakes provide 
valuable information that is necessary for improving performance. 
Thomas Edison was once asked whether he was disct uraged by 
the failure of more than three thousand experiments leading to the 
development of the light bulb. Edison replied that he did not con- 
sider the experiments failures, for they had taught him three thou- 
sand ways not to create a light bulb, and each experiment had 
brought him closer to his goal. 

3. Success is not equivalent to winning. Thus, neither success nor 
failure need depend on the outcome of a contest or on a won-lost 
record. Winning and losing apply to the outcome of a contest, 
whereas success and failure do not. How; then, can we define 
success in sports? 

4. Children should be taught trMt success is found in striving for 
victory. The important idea is that success is related to effort! The only 
thing that athletes have complete control over is the amount of ef- 
fort they give. They have only limited control over the outcome that 
is achieved. If we can impress on our children that they are never 
"lesers" if they give maximum effort, we are giving them a price- 
less gift that will assist them in many of life's tasks. A youth «occer 
coach had the right idea when he told his team, "You kids are al- 
ways winners when you try your best! But sometimes the other 
team will score mo/e goals." 
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"The purpose of organised youth sport programs 
should be to teach the child how to play the sport, 
about competition, about winning and losing, and 
about playing on a team. And the emphasis should 
be on the individual going out and enjoying what 
he is doing. Every game will have a winner and 
loset The only successful youth * port program is 
the one with the co^ch who will accept the losing 
alon c «th the winning, last place in the league 
along with the first place, and still be able to 
congratulate his team for their efforts." 
Roger Stauboch, former Dallas Cowboys quarterback 



A major cause of athletic stress is fear of failure. When young 
a f hletes know that making mistakes or losing a contest while giving 
maximum effort is acceptable, a potent soune of pressure is 
removed. Moreover if adults apply this same standard of success 
to themselves, they will be less likely to define their own adequacy 
in terms of a won-lost record and will more likely focus on the im- 
portant children's goals of participation, skill development, and 
fun. Parents and coaches will also be less likely to experience stress 
of their own when their athletes are not winning. 

As baseball star Steve Garvey notes, "Competitive stress is 
directly related to the emphasis placed on winning by the adult 
coach or manager. The object of youth sports is the spirit of com- 
petition and the development of sportsmanship. Adult emphasis 
on the child to win must be tempered by the belief that competi- 
tive effort combined with a sense of fair play will help to alleviate 
added stress." When winning is kept in perspective, the child 
comes first and winning is second. In this t«se, the most important 
sport product is not a won-lost record; it is the quality of the exper- 
ience provided hx the athletes. 

Parent Roles and Responsibilities 

Two important sets of adults combine with the child to form 
the athletic triangle. They are, of course, parents and coaches. The 
relationships that exist among the points of the athletic triangle go 
a long way toward determining the quality of the experience that 
the child has in sports. Being ? noint in the athletic triangle implies 
both rights and responsibilities. 

When your child enters a sport program, you automatically 
take on some obligations. Some parents do not realize this at first 
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Coaches and parents combine with children to form an important 
"athletic triangle." 



and are surprised to find out what is expected of them. Others 
never realize their responsibilities and therefore miss opportunities 
to help their children grow through sports, or actually do things 
that interfere with their children's development. In a sense this en- 
tire book is about parents' roles and responsibilities. For now, how- 
ever, we want to summarize some of the more obvious ones. 

The right of the child to participate in sports also includes the 
right not to participate. Although parents might choose to encour- 
age participation, children should not be pressured, intimidated, 
or bribed into playing. If youngsters feel forced, their chances of 
receiving the benefits of sports are decreased. Even more profound 
and long-lasting are the effects which feeling forced can have on 
parent-child relationships. An extreme and very sad example of 
this is the following statement made to one of us by a New York ex- 
ecutive. "If it hadn't been ior sports, I wouldn't have grown up 
hating my father." 

It is possible to be very supportive of a child's athletic interests 
v\ -nit placing demands or pressures on the youngster For ex- 
amp.^, hockey great Bobby Orr was fortunate in having very sup- 
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portive parents. He recalls, "My parents bought my equipment, 
drove me to the rink, rubbed my feet when they were cold. I can't 
remember them saying that 1 was going to be a professional hockey 
player/ 



"Parents should be observers and supporters of 
their athletically inclined children, but never 
pushers." 

Johnny Majors, college football coach 



Although coaches have the most direct contact with children 
within the sport environment, parents also involve themselves to 
varying degrees. Some parents assume an extremely active role, 
and sometimes their behavior and the demands they place upon 
children become a great source of stress for the child. Consider, for 
example, the following experience described by a youth coach: 

One night last season my team lost a close game. I sat the whole team 
on the bench and congratulated them for trying, for acting like gentlemen. 
I said I couldn't have been prouder of them if they had won. Most of all, I 
said, it is as important to be a good loser as a gracious winner. As I talked 
I could see their spirits lifting. I felt they had learned more than just how 
to play baseball that night. But as I mingled with the parents in the stands 
afterward, I was shocked to hear what they were saying to the boys. The 
invariable theme zoos, "Well, what happened to you tonight? " One father 
pulled out a note pad and went aver his son's mistakes play by play. 
Another father dressed down his son for striking out twice. In five minutes 
the parents had undermined every principle I had set forth. 

It is natural for parents to identify with their children to some 
extent, to take pleasure in their tnumphs, and to suffer in their 
defeats and disappointments. The love bond that exists between 
parent and child virtually guarantees this process. Like all good 
things, however, this process of identification can become excessive 
so that the child becomes an extension of the parent. When this hap- 
pens, parents may begin to define their own success and self-worth 
in terms of how successful their child is, as in the following cases. 

Tommy's father never was a good athlete. Now in his adult years, he 
is a "frustrated jock" who tries to experience through Tommy the success 
he never knew as an athlete. Tommy is pushed to excel, toput in long hours 
of practice, and to give up other activities. When he performs poorly, his 
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father becomes withdrawn and gloomy. Dad takes home movies of Tommy 
during practices and games, and visitors to the home are promptly shown 
some of Tommy s triumphs. Tommy himself is a reasonably good athlete 
at age twelve, but he is unlikely ever to become a superstar. In fact, a school- 
teacher has become very concerned because Tommy "doesn't seem him- 
self'' and is laggingin his schoolxvork. The family's physician is concerned 
even more, because Tommy has been complaining of abdominal pains and 
the doctor is fearful he may be developing an ulcer. 

Sheila's mother was a champion collegiate swimmer who won a 
bronze medal in the Olympic Games. It is clear that the mother expects 
Sheila to follow in her footsteps. Sheila was a "waterbaby" at six months 
of age and was "in training" by age four. She shows every sign of becom- 
ing a higfi-level competitor in her own right. She is now ten years of age 
and has won countless medals in age-group swim competitions. Her 
mother clearly is delighted with and totally engrossed in her athletic de- 
velopment. But her father is becomingworried. Lately, Sheila doesn 't seem 
to enjoy swimming as much. Last week she announced that she wanted to 
stop training and go to summer camp with some friends for several weeks. 
Her mother flatly refused to consider this, and Sheila burst into tears, say- 
ing that she didn't want to swim anymore. Sheila's father is concerned 
that her mother is placing so much pressure on the child to excel that she 
is experiencing burnout. 

Tommy and Sheila are showing clear signs of the stress caused 
when parents try to live through their children. Tommy is being 
pushed to become the great athlete that his father always wanted 
to be, and Sheila is having to measure up to the standards set by 
her mother as a champion athlete. These children must succeed or 
their parents' self-image is threatened and the children themselves 
are threatened with disapproval or loss of love. Much more is at 
stake than a mere game or swim meet, and the child of such a parent 
carries a heavy burden. 



Parents can be a potent source of athletic stress. 



At some level both Tommy and Sheila must be aware that their 
parents' happiness depends on how well they perform. Children 
are accustomed to being dependent on their parents and are often 
unequipped to handle a reversal of the dependency relationship. 
This is especially the case when the parent is demanding winning 
results rather than the best effort of which the child is capable. 
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We should point out that sports are not the only ctivities in 
which this may occur. The performance arena may be in academ- 
ics, music, dance, or social popularity— any activity that has social 
or personal importance for the parent. But because or the impor- 
tance of sports in our society, and particularly in the world of many 
parents, there is special potential for the dependency-reversal pro- 
cess to occur in the realm of sports. 

One of the most important responsibilities of childrearing is 
the role that parents play in shaping their children's perceptions 
and understanding of their world. Sports can be a proving ground 
for later life experiences. Therefore, you have the opportunity to 
help your young athlete accurately interpret and understand sport 
experiences and place them in a proper and healthy perspective. 
For example, you can play a key role in helping your child under- 
stand the significance of winning and losing, of success and failure. 
You can help your child define his or her success in terms of effort 
expended instead of the score at the end of the contest. Moreover, 
winning or losing a contest may be the result of external factors 
beyond the child's control, such as officials, weather, other players, 
or luck. Or it maybe the result of internal causes, such as the child's 
ability and effort. By helping children to accurately interpret the 
causes of sport outcomes, parents help youngsters view the world 
more realistically. 

There are other important challenges that must be met by 
youth sport parents. To contribute to the success of a program, you 
must be willing and able to commit yourself in many different 
ways. The following questions serve as important reminders of the 
scope of parents' responsibilities. You should be able to honestly 
answer "yes" to all the questions. 

Can you give your child some time? You will need to decide how 
much time you can devote to your child's activity. It may involve 
driving children to and from practice, going to your child's games, 
meets, or matches, and assisting the coach. Many parents do not 
realize how much time can be consumed by such activities. Some 
parents who expect sport programs to occupy their child's time and 
give them more time for themselves are shocked to find that they 
are now spending more time with their children than before. Con- 
flicts arise when parents are very busy, yet are also interested and 
want to encourage their children. Thus, one challenge is to deal 
honestly with the time-commitment issue and never promise more 
time than you can actually deliver. 
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Can you accept your son's/daughter's triumphs? Every child ath- 
lete experiences "the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat" as 
part of the competition process. Accepting a child's triumphs 
sounds easy, but it is not always so. Fathers, in particular, may be 
competitive with their sons. This process is the opposite of the over- 
identification discussed earlier For example, when Jack played 
well in a basketball game, his father pointed out minor mistakes, 
described how other players did even better, and then reminded 
his son of even more impressive sport achievements of his own. 
This reestablished his role as a dominant parent and thoroughly 
deflated Jack. 

Can you accept your son/daughter 's disappointments ? Disappoint- 
ments are also part of spo.-ts and they may be keenly experienced 
by your child at times. Would you be embarrassed if your child 




Parents must be ready to respond to their athlete's 
dissappointments as well as triumphs. 
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broke into tears after a tough loss or after making a mistake? Could 
you put your arm around and comfort your child at such a mo- 
ment? Can you tolerate becoming a target for young child's dis- 
placed anger and frustration when there is no other outlet for 
disappointment and hurt? When an apparent disappointment oc- 
curs, parents should be able to help their children see the positive 
side of the situation. By doing this, you can change;* our child's dis- 
appointment into self-acceptance. Again, emphasizing effort rather 
then outcome can be an important means to this goal. 

Can you show your child self<ontrol? Conduct at practices and 
during contests (games, meets, matches) canhavean important im- 
pact on your child. Parents who yell at or criticize athletes, coaches, 
or officials set an incredibly poor example for their youngsters. You 
are a significant role model for your child in all aspects of life, in- 
cluding sports. It is not surprising to find that parents who exhibit 
poor self-control in their own lives often have children who are 
prone to emotional outbursts and poor self-disciplire. If we are to 
expect sportsr "anship and self-control from our children, we need 
to exhibit the same qualities in our own behavior. 



A careful man I want to be, 
A little fellow follows me. 
I do not dare to go astray, 
For fear he'll go the selfsame way 

Sam Rutigliano, college football coach 



Can you let your child make his or her own decisions? One of the 
opportunities that sport provides is the chance for children to ac- 
quire and practice adult behaviors. A n essential part of growing u p 
is accepting responsibility for one's own behavior and decisions. 
This can become a real challenge for parents because once you in- 
vite your child to make decisions, you must support and live with 
those decisions. As a child matures, you should provide encour- 
agement, suggestions, and guidance about sports. But ultimately, 
within reasonable limits, parents should let their children become 
more independent and self-reliant. For example, making commit- 
ments to a team or program is an important decision, as is a decision 
to quit a team. At times such as these, parents must accept that they 
cannot control their children's lives. Decisions about sports can 
offer parents an introduction to the major process of letting go and 
allowing their children to become adults in their own right 
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Can you giv> up your child? A final challenge relates to the third 
point in the atJtletic triangle, your child's coach or manager: Can 
you give up your child to another significant adult? Many issues 
can arise in your relationship with the coach, including the way in 
which he or she is coaching the team or relating to your child. *ou 
are putting your youngster in the charge of another adult and trust- 
ing him or her to guide the sport experience. Beyond that, you must 
deal with the fact that the coach may gain admiration and affection 
that was once yours alone. It is natural for a coach to become a very 
important figure in a child's life. This occurs at a time when a ten- 
dency toward independence is causing the child to move away 
somewhat from parents. One father described his difficulty in ad- 
justing to his child's coach: 

1 was used to being number one in Mark 's life, I was the man he looked 
up to, the man with all the answers, the man to be like someday. Things 
began to change a bit when he joined the basketball league. He was placed 
on a team run by the most popular coach in the league, a man who had 
played college ball and who has a real charisma with kids. All of a sudden, 
all we heard at the dinner table was, "Coach said this and Coach did that. " 
It became more and more clear that my son had a new hero, and one whom 
I couldn't compete with. I've thought about it a lot and I can understand 
that what's happening is perfectly normal, but it's not easy to take a back 
seat in my child's life, even temporarily. 

When parents cannot accept the entry into the child's world of 
a new and important adult, youngsters may suddenly find them- 
selves in the middle of a conflict between parent and coach in which 
the child is subtly pressured to make a choice between the two. Like 
allowing your child more freedom to make decisions, sharing him 
or her temporarily with another valued adult (and one toward 
whom greater esteem seems to be shown at times) can be an im- 
portant part of the process of letting go. 

Sports offer your child many opportunities for personal 
growth and development. They also offers parent and child oppor- 
tunities to interact in ways that enrich their relationship. It is our 
hope that thisbook will contribute to a better understanding of you 
and your child in sports. 



24 



Parents' Complete Guide to Youth Sports 



A Child's Plea 

Well, here it is another hockey season, 
So I am writing you for just one reason, 
Please don 't scream or curse and yell 
Remember I'm not in theN.H.L 
lam only U years old 
And can f t be bought or traded or sold, 
I just want to have fun and play the game 
And am not looking for hockey fame 
Please, don 't make me feel I've committed a sin 
Just because my team didn't win 
I don't want to be that great, you see 
I'd rather play and just be me 
''And so, in closing, I'd like to give you one tip- 
Remember, the name of the game is 
SPORTSMANSHIP. 

Donny Chabot, age eleven 
Sault Sainte Mario, Ontario 



CHAPTER 2 




CHAPTER 2 
THE PSYCHOLOGY OF 
THE YOUNG ATHLETE: 
Mind and Motives 



The development of a human being is a truly remarkable pro- 
cess. In only nine months two microscopic cells change into a fully 
formed human infant. Six years later the newborn has become a 
walking, talking first-grader ready to master such complex skills 
as reading, arithmetic, relating to others, and sports. From here, a 
process of rapid mental, physical, and social development ad- 
vances the child into the storms and challenges of adolescence and 
then into such adult roles as worker, husband or wife, and parent. 

As parents, we have a window to the wonders of growth and 
development in our children. We are excited by rapid events of 
evolving maturity. And, at the same time, we are saddened by the 
realization that we and our children can never recapture the 
delights of earlier ages, now preserved only in our photo albums, 
home movies, and hearts. 

Because so much of a child's time is spent in play, the functions 
of play have attracted the attention of educators, medical doctors, 
and scientists. To understand the role of sports in the life of the 
child, we must first consider the meaning and functions of play it- 
self. 

Play and the Developing Child 

Animals as well as humans engage in play activities. In ani- 
mals play is a way of learning and rehearsing behaviors that are 
necessary for future survival. For example, baby lions stalk and 
pounce on objects in their play. In children, too, play has important 
functions during development. 

From its earliest beginnings in infancy, play is a way in which 
children learn about the worlc and their place in it. Much of the 
first two years of life is spent learning about objects and events. By 
handling and manipulating objects in the environment, infants 
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gain information about how to respond to the world and how it re- 
sponds to them. 

Between the ages of two and seven, children spend most of 
their waking hours involved in play. In their play, they take on a 
variety of imaginary roles. With time, they become responsive to 
playmates and begin to understand the effects of their actions on 
them. Play now becomes an important avenue for social develop- 
ment. Children can try out various kinds of social interactions by 
creating rules for games or by developing ways to cooperate, share, 
or compete. They can experiment with different roles and actions 
without actually experiencing the dangers that the real action 
might hold. Through make-believe play, children can test skills — 
such as driving a car or cooking a meal— that they might not be al- 
lowed to try in reality at that time They can also learn new skills, 
such as building with blocks or mastering an electronic video 
game, by watching more skillful playmates. 



Play serves as a training ground for skills, 
knowledge, and social development. 



In later childhood, play changes from the dramatic fantasy of 
the young child to games regulated by rules that everyone accepts. 
Beyond age six, children spend a great deal of time making up exact 
rules, and they place strong pressure on one another to follow 
them. Through this process children learn that social systems are 
cemented together by rules and that the good of the group de- 
mands the individual's willingness to abide by the rules. This is the 
beginning of consideration for the rights of others. Children learn 
to compete, too, but within a safe world where the consequences 
of losing are minimized. Younger children often attach little signif- 
icance to who wins or loses. In contrast to many adults, they often 
get their enjoyment from experiencing, not just from winning, 

Self-Concept Development 

During the early elementary school years, the world of the 
child broadens dramatically to include not only the family and 
playmates but a widening circle of schoolmates and adults. In this 
expanded environment children discover and judge their own abil- 
ities and begin to form a stable self- concept and feelings of self- 
worth. Academic and social experiences provide important 
information, as do the reactions of peers and adults in the child's 
life. It is during this critical period of development — the years be- 
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tween six and twelve — that most children enter organized sport 
programs. This is why sport experiences can play such an import- 
ant role in children's personal and social development. 

Self-concept consists of what we believe about ourselves. . in- 
cludes our perceptions of personal traits and abilities, particularly 
those that are important in shaping our identities as (* ,tinct people. 
Self-esteem refers to the way we feel about our owh characteristics— 
as good or bad, valuable or worthless, and so on. Self-concept and 
self-esteem strongly influence how we function in the world. They 
underlie our view of who we are, what we are capable of, and how 
we can expect others to react to us 

None of us was born with a self-concept. It is a product of our 
experiences in living. Two types of information are particularly im- 
portant with regard to self-concept and self-esteem development: 

• How other people respond to us. 

• How we compare with others in important skills and 
characteristics 

From the reactions of significant people in their lives, children 
draw conclusions concerning how other people feel about or eval- 
uate them. Children often have little more than the reactions of 
others to go on. It is no wonder that such information has such a 
strong influence on their sense of who they are and how worth- 
while they are. Thus, a child who consistently receives attention, 
approval, and loving concern from parents is likely to conclude that 
he or she is a valued person and thereby develops a positive self- 
concept and high self-esteem. Such messages to the child may be 
very direct, as when a parent says, "You're a great kid and I love 
you very much," or they may be transmitted in more subtle ways, 
such as approving smiles and expressions of attention and interest 
in the child. On the other hand, children who receive a lot of dis- 
approval, rejet ion, and hostility from those who matter are likely 
to infer that others see them as unlovable, unworthy, and inferior. 
It is not surprising that such children tend to develop negative self- 
concepts and low seK-esteem. 

A second important type of information enters into the 
developing conception of self. At a relatively early age, children 
begin to compare themselves with other children. This is quite nat- 
ural, for in any new or novel situation web ive little basis for judg- 
ing ourselves or our performance except in comparison with 
others. Comparison and competition begin around the age of five 
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or six and increase throughout the elementary school years, with 
the peak occurring around grades four, five, and six. Through seK- 
comparistn and competition with other children, youngsters learn 
where they stand relative to others like them. It is easy to see how 
such information would feed into the developing self-concept of 
the child. 

Psychologists who study personality place much emphasis on 
self-concept because we tend to filter new information and to be- 
have in accordance with our self-concept. We tend to accept evi- 
dence that supports our notion of ourselves, be it positive or 
negative, and reject or explain away evidence that is inconsistent 
with our self-concept. Thus, a failure may have little impact on a 
child with a positive view of himself or herself, while the same fail- 
ure may serve to demonstrate once again to the low-self* esteem 
youngster how inadequate he or she really is. 

Children with poor self-concepts and low self-esteem have 
little confidence in their abilities. They are insecure in their relation- 
ships with others, are highly sensitive to criticism, and are easily 
hurt. Some try to cover up their feelings of inadequacy with an ag- 
gressive or attention-demanding front that alienates others, 
whereas others withdraw into a protective shell. Either response 
tends to result in low popularity, and this only serves to confirm a 
poor self-image. The low-self-esteem youngster is thus primed for 
entry into a failure cycle. 

Sports and Self-Concept Development 

We can now see why sport experiences can have an important 
effect on a child's self-concept development. Children typically 
enter the world of sports at a time in their development when they 
are seeking information about their abilities. The kinds of motor 
abilities required in sports are particularly valued by them at this 
stage, Wher children enter sports, tHe stage is thus set for an abil- 
ity test whose outcome is potentially very importan . 

There are good reasons to try to succeed and to oe a good ath- 
lete. Success brings feelings of mastery, competence and self-pride, 
admiration and status from peers, and approval from important 
adults, such as parents and coaches. Inferior athletes often experi- 
ence feelings of shame and inferiority, lowered respect and status 
among their peers, and the reactions of disappointed parents. 

At the very first practice or tryout, children begin to see how 
they compare with their peers in this prized activity. In a very short 
time children can tell how proficient they are relative to their team- 
mates and opponents. 
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In addition to comparing themselves wi fc h others, children also 
have many opportunities to observe how others are judging them. 
The reactions of coaches, parents, teammates, opponents, and spec- 
tators to their play are visible on many occasions. Some of these 
evaluations are very direct, as when others offer praise or criticism. 
Other reactions, although unintentionally shown, are easily picked 
up by a child. For example, when Bobby comes to the plate with 
the bases loaded, his teammates, the coach, and spectators cheer 
and shout, *Hit a home run!" When Chad comes up under the same 
circumstances, there is silence or maybe even a few groans. Or "en- 
couragement" may take such forms as "C'mon, Chad, try to hit Jie 
ball!" or "Don't strike out!" 



The sport setting provides many opportunities for 
self-comparisons 2nd reactions from others. 



As youth sport programs become more iiighly organized, for- 
mal proced* 'res, such as grading ;>layers during tryouts, "drafting" 
players, and . ''en buying them wtf h play money, provide direct in- 
dications of abji^y. One child we know was devastated when his 
coach pa.«d only $25,C30 in play money for him while his neighbor- 
hood buddy went for $40,000! Even more painful is being cut, a 
most humiliating message that one doesn't measure up. Research 
done in Canada by sport scientist Terry Orlick showed that nearly 
three out of every four nonparticipants who didn't go out for 
hockey teams said that they were afraid of being cut— an indica- 
tion of how much children dread the message that they're not good 
enough. 

Even children who make the team continue to receive many 
messages about their performance. This feedback comes frcm 
people whose opinions carry a great deal of weight because they 
are so important to the child. M? , parents are very concc ed 
about their children's athletic development and often have a good 
deal to say about performance. It io the job of another significant 
adult, the coach, to evaluate performance. Youngsters receive much 
feedback from this "expert" about their strengths, weaknesses, 
areas needing improvement, and progress. The coach also makes 
very obvious ability judgments in selecting players for particular 
positions, in choosing who starts and who substitutes, *r\d in dec. d- 
ing the game conditions in whicl substitutions i> jur. Being al- 
lowed to play only when one's team is way ahead or hopelessly 
behind communicate? ~retty clear message. 
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Sports provide many opportunities for comparisons vrith and reactions 
frotr important others. 



Athletics thus provide many opportunities for children to form 
judgments about their abilities. They get information by compai- 
ing themselves with others as well as by observing the reactions of 
others to them. All this occurs during the age period when children 
are beginning to form a stable conception of who they are and how 
they feel about themselves. If you add to this the fact that motor 
abilities are of central importance and highly valued at this age and 
that the people evaluating the child— coaches, peers, and parents — 
are of great importance in the child's life, is it any wonder why the 
experiences children have in sports can have a rather profound 
effect on them? This is particularly the case with children who have 
not established feelings of self-worth in other areas of their lives or 
with those whose parents value athletic abilities above all others. 
Finall}, it is important to realize that children at thi: ~^e are not yet 
capable of distinguishing between judgments of the*, abilities and 
judgments of their personal worth. Thus, ability judgments are not 
necessarily seen as evaluations of only a single physical trait but 
may well be taken as an indication of total woith. 

What Parents Can Do 

It is important that adults be sensitive to the impact that sport 
experiences can have on the child's developing conception of self. 
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The processes we have described— self-comparisor and feedback 
from others— are going to occur in any situation in which children 
interact, but their effects can be softened and viewed more realistic- 
ally if understanding adults help children place sport experiences 
in proper perspective. There are several things adults can do. 

First and foremost is to emphasize fun, participation, and skill 
improvement rather than winning and losing. Most children want 
to play a sport because they enjoy the activity for its own sake. 
Adults can turn that enjoyable activity into a pressurized, competi- 
tive nightmare. Fun is no longer just playing; it's now defined as 
winning. Introducing material rewards, such as trophies, into the 
picture can cause children to lose sight of the fun of merely playing. 

Second, adults should emphasize striving to improve skilk 
rather than comparing oneself with others. Physical development 
and skill development occur at different rates in youngstere, and it 
is important to make this clear to children. It is particularly import- 
ant that children whose skill development is lagging not view this as 
a permanent condition. Helping a youngster derive pleasure Trom 
his or her improvement over time and praising the self-improvement 
efforts of the child can create many rewarding experiences in sports, 
even for the athlete who never will be a star. 



Parents should emphasize fun, participation, and 
self-improvement. 



Just as it is important that the unskilled child athlete not 
develop low self-worth because of his or her own sport abilities, it 
is important that the highly skilled athlete not acquire an inflated 
self-image. Again, parents should help children to understand that 
despite the importance of sports to them, it ; s only one area of their 
lives. This will foster a more balanced perspective and a wider 
range of interests. 

Finally, it is important that parents examine the conditions of 
worth that they hold for their children. If your young athlete must 
excel to get love and approval from you, if you are sending out 
subtle (or not so subtle) signals of disapproval when your child fails 
or embarrasses you, then you need to take a hard look at your own 
priorities. Ifc on the other hand, you are able to communicate love 
and acceptance to your child whether he or she is a star or a bench 
warmer, then a basis for positive self-concept development exists 
regardless of your child's eventual success in sports. 
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Competitive experiences are an important part of life. In them- 
selves, sports are neither good nor bad. The value of competition 
for the child depends on how the competition is conducted, how 
the situation is interpreted, and how the outcome of competition is 
understood. Properly managed, youth sports can be an important 
training ground for competing successfully in other areas of life 
and for the development of a positive self-concept. 

Sport Motivation and Competitiveness 

The concept of motivation is the central one in our attempt to 
understand the whys of behavior. It helps us to understand differ- 
ences among people in the goals they pursue and in the vigor with 
which they pursue them. In sports as in other areas of life, the im- 
portance of motivation is well recognized. Motivation is crucial to 
understanding both sport invjlvement and performance. As a 
parent, understanding your child's needs and motives can help you 
provide a more positive athletic experience for him or her. 

There are many reasons why children are drawn to sports. 
Some of the reasons have to do with the activities themselves. Chil- 
dren, like adults, find it enjoyable to hit a baseball, dribble and 
shoot a basketball, run and catch a football, kick a soccer ball, or 
stroke a tennis ball. Using one's body just for the sake of doing so 
is in itself a joyful activity and provides what psychologists term 
intrinsic motives for participating in sports. 

Sport involvement can also be a mean^ of satisfying oth -f im- 
portant needs. We have already talked about the need to compare 
ourselves with others in the process of defining our abilities and 
establishing our self-concept There are two other psychological 
needs that sports fulfill: the need for competence and achivement, 
and the need for recognition and approval. 

Achievement-Relate^ Motives 

Sports provide n>any opporhum lo demonstrate com- 
petence and mastery. It is ~- . re.\ n / competence is highly 
valued by adults and chi. jr. ali*.. **>e srtould therefore expert 
that motives having to do wit! ■ s; ccess and failure would be among 
the most important determinants spc -t participation and per- 
formance. 

The most universal principle of motivation is that people, like 
animals, strive for positive or pleasurable things and avoid experi- 
ences that are painful or threatening !t thus makes sense to distin- 
guish between approach motives and avoidance motives. Where 
achievement is concerned, there are two separate but related mo- 
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tives: the need to achieve, and fear of failure. Research has shown 
quite clearly that these are separate sources of motivation and that 
people differ widely in the strength of these two motivational 
states. Some people are low in both motives, others are high in one 
and low in the other, and still others are high in both. 

The need to achieve is an approach motive. It is a positive 
desire to attain success and to compete successfully with standards 
of excellence. Differences in achievement motivation begin to 
emerge in jhildren in the early school years. Children who are high 
in achievement motivation seek out challenging situations and are 
concerned with how well they perform, in terms of both their own 
standards and the performance of others. They also tend to show 
a lot of persistence in their attempts to achieve. Failure tends to spur 
them on to greater effort rather than discourage them. They .end 
to prefer situations that put their abilities to the test. Many studies 
have shown that when their achievement motivation is aroused, 
these children perform at a higher level than those low in achieve- 
ment motivation. 



Some try to achieve for the thriH of success; others 
to avoid the agony of failure. 



The other side of the achievement coin is, of course, failure. Just 
as some children sh iA w a positive desire for success, others exhibit 
a negative fear of failure. People who have great fear of failure work 
hard not so much because they yearn for "the thrill of victory" as 
because they dread "the agony of defeat." For them, achievement 
situations are not challenges, but threats. The child highly moti- 
vated to achieve gets "pumped" and "psyched up" when faced 
with a challenge, but the child highly motivated by fear of failure 
is more likely to get "psyched out." Tension, fear, and anxiety re- 
sult. And although the motivation to achieve tends to improve per- 
formance, the fear of failure trends to disrupt it. 

How Achievement Motivation and Fear of Failure Develop 

Because the motivation to achieve and the fear of failure so 
strongly affect enjoyment of and performance in achievement sit- 
uations, researchers have been very interested * t understanding 
how these motives develop. They have found that children who 
have high levels of achievement motivation but little fear of failure 
tend to have a history of encouragement and reward for success 
and independence. Parents of such children tend to emphasize the 
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positive aspects of achievement and to praise their children for 
their efforts to achieve. Importantly, when their children try hard 
but nevertheless fail, these parents do not punish or criticize them. 
Instead, they encourage them to continue their attempts and praise 
them for their persistence. Because of the emphasis that the parents 
place on striving to meet standards of excellence, this value is 
adopted by the children and serves to guide their behavior. 

The background of the fear-of-failure child is quite different 
These children tend to want to avoid new experiences or activities 
because of the punishment or rejection associated with previous 
failures. Their parents tend to focus only on the success or failure 
experienced by the child, not on the effort the child puts out. They 
express displeasure with the child when failure occurs but take 
success for granted and expect it. In some cases, unrealistically high 
goals are set for the child, and the parents express displeasure when 
the child does not succeed. It is quite easy to see how such a back- 
gr ound would result in a child who has learned to dread failure. 
Ironically, once the fear develops, its disruptive effects are likely to 
further decrea'* the chances of success. What often occurs is a vi- 
cious cycle in which failure results in increased anxiety, which in 
turn helps to ensure future failure. 

What Parents Can Do 

Sports ran be a training ground for the development of posi- 
tive motivation toward achievement. Parents and coaches can have 
an important influence on developing attitudes concerning success 
and failure. Research on the development of the need for achieve- 
ment and fear of failure offers some pretty clear guidelines for how 
you can help your child develop a healthy achievement orientation. 
The key principles seem to bt encouraging the child to give maxi- 
mum effort and rewarding him or her for that effort. Make sure the 
achievement standards you set are reasonable and within your 
child's capabilities. When success occurs, enjoy the success with 
your child and express appreciation for the effort that went into it. 
Never be punitive or rejecting if the child tries but does not succeed. 
Show your child that you understand how disappointed he or she 
is, and encourar* the child to continue trying. Communicate love 
and acceptance regardless of success or faUu re. If you want to avoid 
developing fear of failure, don't give your child a reason to dread 
failure. 

Understanding Competitiveness 

One of the most highly prized athletic traits is competitiveness. 
Applying what we now know about achievement-related motives 



76 



36 



Parents' Complete Guide to Youth Sports 



h<?ips us to understand what goes intobeing a good competitor. From 
youth leagues to professional leagues, outstanding competitors are 
almost always people who are high in achievement motivation and 
low in fear of failure. Challenging athletic situations arouse their 
strong desire to achieve, and unhindered by performance-disrupnng 
fears of failure, they tend to peak under pressure. They enjoy and 
seek out the challenge of athletic competition. 

Quite the oppos^e occurs in the cKld who is primarily moti- 
vated by fear of failure. Competitive situations provide little to gair, 
but much to lose for such children. If they can avoid competition, 
they will do so. If other factors force them to compete, they derive 
little enjoyment from it and their performance tends to deteriorate 
under pressure. Some children who apparently enjoy sports but 
who have a gr?at fear of failure tend to like practices and "goofing 
off" more than they do games. 

Besides children with such high-low levels of achievement mo- 
tivation and fear of failure, there are also children who have high 
levels of both and those who have low levels of both. The child who 
has higid levels of both motives is in a state of conflict between 
approach and avoidance motives. This child wants to achieve but 





Relationships Between Achievement Motivation, Fear of 
Failure, and Competitiveness 








Achievement Motivation 


Failure 




Low 


Low 

Achievement concerns are 
largely irrelevant. Appears 
"laid back" and is prot ibly 
in sport for reasons unre- 
lated to achievement. 


High 

I i good competitor; peaks 
under pressure because fear 
of failure does not disrupt 
performance. Enjoys and 
seeks out the challenges of 
competition and is persis- 
tently motivated to win. 


I Fear of 




High 


Competition is threatening. 
Experiences anxiety under 
pressure, which lowers pe.- 
formance. Does not enjoy 
competition and may avoid 
such situations by dropping 
out. 


Has cot lict in competitive 
situations. Wants to win but 
also fears failure, so perform- 
ance may suffer. Does not 
enjoy the threatening part of 
competition. 
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also fears failure. If the child enjoys the sport itself, he or she tends 
to remain in it but experiences stress and anxiety under pressure. 
The key to helping such a child to become a good competitor ?s to 
reduce fear of failure so that the positive effects of the motivation 
to achieve ar? not interfered with. 

For the child who has low levels of both achievement motiva- 
tion and fear of failure, achievement concerns have little import- 
ance. When suth children do elect to participate in sports, it is often 
because they simply enjoy the activity or because of the social bene- 
fits of participation. As a result, they exhibit a rather nonchalant 
attitude about the sport. This can prove perplexing and irritating 
to parents and coaches who are more concerned about winning and 
achievement. 

Needs for Approval and Recognition 

As social beings, humans have a need to be recognized, valued, 
and cared about by others. From a very early age, children seem to 
crave attention and to do whatever is necessary to gain it. Many 
children with behavior problems develop those problems because 
obnoxious behavior is the only way the children have of guarantee- 
ing the attention cf y -rents and others. Such children prefer the at- 
tention that goes along with being punished to simply being 
ignored. 

As children develop they learn to satisfy their needs for recog- 
nition and approval in a variety of ways. For one thing, they find 
out what is praiseworthy to people who matter to them, such as 
parents, teachers, and peers. It doesn't take most children very long 
to realize that sports provide many opportunities for recognition 
and approval. They see how sport heroes are idolized in our cul- 
ture, and they often develop their own sport heroes at a relatively 
early age. Further, many parents communicate very positive atti- 
tudes about sports and exhibit a great deal of interest in such activ- 
ities. Finally, as we noted earlier, physical skills are among the most 
highly prized attributes of school-aged children. 

Approval and recognition provide powerful motivation for 
athletes at all levels. Almost all of the positive attributes that can 
be developed through sport participation — achievement motiva- 
tion, sportsmanship, teamwork, unselfishness — are ultimately 
strengthened through the approval of significant people, such as 
coaches, parents, and teammates. Thus, it is almost impossible to 
overestimate the importance of approval and recognition to the 
enveloping athlete. 
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As was the case with achievement, there are both approach and 
avoidance motives connected with approval. On the approach side, 
there is the positive desire to obtain approval and recognition from 
other people. This is similar to the positive achievement motive that 
we discussed earlier. The child wani^ approval and may be 
frustrated if approval is not received,but the child is not necessarily 
afraid of disapproval. 

On the other hand, the social behavior of many people is mo- 
tivated by a strong desire to avoid disapproval at all costs, a moti- 
vational state similar to fear of failure. Such people are very 
concerned about the evaluation of others, and they are fearful of 
being evaluated unfavorably. Often they automatically assume 
that all assessments will be negative. As a result, they may experi- 
ence considerable tension and distress in social situations, and they 
maybe highly motivated to avoid them. Where fear of disapproval 
is not excessive, these people enter social situations but strive to 
please others at all costs. They are highly conforming and hesitate 
to take a position that others might disapprove of. They define their 
own self-worth in terms of the feedback they get from other people. 



For child athletes the most importer* external 
sources cf approval are coaches, parents, and peers. 



Of equally great importance, however, is the child's own self- 
approval or self-disapproval. Once children begin to set stan- 
dards for their own behavior, they approve or disapprove of 
themselves depending on whether or not they meet these stan- 
dards. Thus, a young boy may feel badly about himself if he does 
something that he knows is wrong even if his friends approve. 
The development of internal standards of behavior and of condi- 
tions for self-approval and self-disapproval is a sign of develop- 
ing maturity in a child. 

Motivational patterns differ from child to child, of course, but 
in a recent research project we tried to determine the relative 
strength of approval motives in child athletes. We devised a 
psychological test to measure the approval-related reas' is that 
children strive to do well in sports, and we administered the test to 
a large number of bovs and girls of various ages. 

The table on the next page shows the results of this study. 

It is noteworthy that for children in both age groups, their own 
self-approval and self-disapproval were more important to them 
than the reactions of peers, coachec, or parents. Where parents were 
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Reasons for Trying to Perform Well in Sports 


Reason for Trying to Play Well Order of Importance 




9-11 12-14 




Years Old 


1 KPfHinC OTWlH a Vim if YiniAr irmi 
±. icvuii^ ^UUU dLJUUl nuw y'JU 


i i 
i i 


play i U.. 




**• iviaMii£ sure yuu wun t uiainc 


Z it 


yourself for losing. 




j. Dciiig praised oy your parents ror 


a a 


playing weD. 




4. Makin£ sure vour oarents won't bp 


J o 


displeased with your play. 




5. Making your coach proud of you. 


4 3 


6. Making sure your coach won't be 


5 6 


displeased with you. 




7. Making the other kids like you more. 

8. Making sure the other kids don't get 


8 7 


7 5 


upset with you. 





concerned, the younger children were more strongly oriented 
toward avoiding parental disapproval than toward gaining their 
approval, whereas the older youngsters were relatively more con- 
cerned with getting approval than with avoiding disapproval. It is 
important to note, however, that this pattern did not hold for all 
children, but only for the sample as a whole. Fbr some children, the 
reactions of others were of utmost importance. Sometimes the pri- 
mary motive was to gain approval, while other children were 
clearly motivated to avoid the disapproval of others. 

The motives that bring children into sports and that affect their 
development and performance once they get there are of great im- 
portance in understanding the child athlete. In subsequent chap- 
ters we will return frequently to these motivational factors. 

Extrinsic Rewards: Can We Destroy Love of the Game? 

The story is told of an elderly rvoman who lived in an apartment 
building next to a vacant lot. One afternoon as she was settling down for 
her daily nap, a frisky group of boys and girls appeared in the vacant lot 
and began a noisy pickup softball game. The racket was deaftning and the 
children obviously enjoyed the game far more than the old woman did. 
Her only comfort was the hope that they would not come back. But, alas, 
the children joyfully returned the next two days as well 
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On the third day, as the children were leaving, the woman walked 
down to the vacant lot and called them together. She told them that she 
liked to watch and listen to them play and asked them to come back and 
play noisily in the vacant ivt the next day. If they did, she said, she would 
give each of them a quarter. The children raced back the following day and 
had a wild game, looking occasionally up at the old woman smiling ap- 
provingly from her window. She paid each of them a quarter and asked 
them to return the next day. Again the next day she paid them after their 
game. This time, however, she gave each child only twenty cents, explain- 
ing that she was running out of money. On the following day, they got 
only fifteen rents each. Furthermore, she told them, she would have to re- 
duce their payment to five cents the next day. The children became angry 
and told the woman they would not be back. It was not worth the effort, 
they said, to play a game for only five cents a day. 

The old woman might very well have been a retired psychol- 
ogist, for she had cleverly used external rewards, in this case 
money, to decrease the desire of children to play ball We can as- 
sume that the children originally came to the vacant lot because of 




At the professional level, sport becomes an occupation rather than a 
pastime. 
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their intrinsic motivation to play Softball "for the fun of it." When 
money was introduced into the picture as an additional reward for 
playing, the children began to see themselves as playing primari- 
ly to get this extrinsic reward. Once this shift in their perception of 
their own motives occurred, the withdrawal of the money reduced 
their desire to play. 

Although this story is probably fictional, the principle that ex- 
trinsic rewards can undermine ii.trinsic motivation is not. Psycho- 
logical experiments have continually shown that this can occur in 
children and adults alike. In you*h sports there is the risk that chil- 
dren's intrinsic interest in the sport can be decreased if they begin 
to see their participation as a means to some extrinsic goals, such 
as trophies, trips, or state championships. 

If carried to an extreme, external rewards can replace intrinsic 
motivation as the reason for participating in sports. When the 
young athletes begin to see these extrinsic rewards as the reason 
for their participation, the removal of these rewards may result in 
a loss of interest in participation. 

An unhappy example of exactly this effect is the case of the 
teenage wrestler whose father called one of us. The father was very 
concerned because his young athlete refused to enter meets unless 
the winners' trophies were large enough to justify the effort. 

We are not suggestingthat trophies and other extrinsic rewards 
be eliminated from sports. They certainly have their rightful place 
as a means of recognizing outstanding effort and achievement. It 
is important, however, that adults and children maintain a proper 
perspective so that trophies do not become the be-all and end-all 
of participation. It is sad indeed when children lose the capacity to 
enjoy athletic competition for its own sake. 

Sports and Chr-acter-Building 

Raising our children is in large part a mo.al enterprise. We do 
our best to teach our children the difference between right and 
wrong. We communicate our own values to them and hope they 
will adopt similar values. We want them to develop positive 
character traits that will make them happy and contributing mem- 
bers of society. Our goals in this regard are shared by religious in- 
stitutions, schools, youth organizations, and athletic programs. The 
motto of Little League Baseball— "Character, Courage, Loyalty"— 
exemplifies the commitment that many youth sport programs have 
made to develop sportsmanship and good citizenship. Adult 
leadership responsibilities in such programs go beyond teaching 
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sport skills to include stressing the value of hard work, sportsman- 
ship, and good citizenship. 



"Little League Baseball has nothing to do with 
baseball. 1 " 

H.E. Pohlman, former Little League district 
administrator 



Not everyone agrees that youth sport programs succeed in 
these goals. Critics point out that in some instances impressionable 
youngsters learn to swear, cheat, fight, intimidate, and hurt others. 
Sports provide opportunities to learn immoral values and be- 
haviors as yveil as moral ones. Depending on the types of leader- 
ship provided by coaches and parents, the experiences can result 
in sinners as well as saints. In the final analysis, it is not the sport 
itself that automatically determines the worth of the activity for the 
child, but rather the nature of the experiences within the program. 

Sports are an especially promising setting for learning the posi- 
tive traits we lurr ) under the term character, because they confront 
children with many challenges that await them in later life. 
Cooperation, competition, perseverance in the face of difficulties, 
concern for others, self-sacrifice, and moral behavior (sportsman- 
ship) can all be called for on any given day. Through the influence 
they have as important adults in children's lives, coaches and par- 
ents can teach children to respond to these challenges in desirable 
ways. Important lessons of life can be learned on the athletic field 
and in the gymnasium. 

Many sports, particularly those that involve physical contact, 
require some degree of "aggressiveness" on the part of athletes. A 
rather fine dividing line can exist between "assertiveness," on the 
one hand, and "aggression," on the other. Assertiveness involves 
using physical force to its maximum legal limit, as when a football 
player makes a hard tackle. Aggression, on the other hand, is the 
use of ph) Jcal force in a manner that is intended to hurt an op- 
ponent. Ideally, we would like oui" children to be appropriately 
assertive, but not to intentionally try to harm others. 

Unfortunately, there is evidence that sports can sometimes be 
a " school for violence" if parents and coaches do not teach children 
the difference between assertiveness and aggression. A study of 
Canadian youth hockey players by Michael Smith of York Univer- 
sity indicated that most of the players had learned illegal ar 1 vi- 
olent tactics by watching and playing hockey. Among players who 
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had learned illegal tactics, over 60 percent reported using the tac- 
tics themselves during the season. Moreover, even at the nine- and 
ten-yeai>old level, needy 60 percent of the children approved of 
fighting, even though it is against the rules. Among older players, 
this increased to 84 percent. No wonder comedian Rodney 
Dangerfield is able to say, "I went to a fight the other night and a 
hockey match broke cut!" Clearly, adults must be sensitive to the 
potential that certain "contact" sports have for teaching and re- 
warding aggression so that they can emphasize the importance of 
hard but fair play. 



The Coach As Moral Philosopher 

The youth sport coach is charged with teaching children not 
only the skills of the sport but also the value of hard work, 
sportsmanship, and good citizenship. To study the communica- 
tion of moral values, University of Minnesota sociologist Gary 
Fine and his colleagues observed youth baseball coaches over 
a three-year period. Among the themes that the coaches 
stressed were effort, sportsmanship, and teamwork. Here are 
some examples: 

Your goal for the year is to be a winner. That doesn't 
mean winning every game. Sometimes you will be 
up against teams that are better tnan you. It does 
mean to give everything you've got. If you give 
everything that you've got, you're a winner in my 
book. The only one who cares is the Man that made 
you and He made both teams, both winners and 
losers. Give everything you've got. 

Coach after his team (with a 6-3 record) loses 5-1: 

You guys are sleeping out there. If you have no pride 
in yourself, I don't want you ... In other games, even 
in games in which you guys won, there was a lack of 
hustle ... I won't quit on you, don't quit on me. 

Guys, you got a big lead— I don't want any 
monkeying around out there, I want no talking to 
them. I want you to be good sports. 

Coach after come-from-behind victory: 

Isn't that nice to come back and win it? It was a team 
effort. Everybody played well. 



Parents* Complete Guide to Youth Sports 



In our attempts to teach children desirable attitudes and be- 
haviors, it is important that we explain to children the principles 
or reasons behind desired actions. For example, rather than simply 
threatening to punish players for heckling opponents, a coach 
might help his players understand the golden rule "Do unto others 
as yGu would have them do unto you" by a* king them to consider 
what it would be like to be the victims of heckling— and thus en- 
courage his players to develop empathy for their opponents. This 
ability to place oneself in the role of another person is essential to 
the development of morality. Understanding and applying this 
golden rul - can lead children to internalize the concept of sports- 
manship and consideration for others. 

Youngsters learn moral behavior not only through verbal ex- 
planations, rewards, and punishments but also by observing how 
othe* people behave. They imitate their parents and peers, and they 
model themselves after their heroes. Because coaches are often 
highly admired and very important in the child's life, they are espe- 
cially likely to serve as models. Without realizing it, coaches can 
behave in ways that teach either morality or immorality. For ex- 
ample, by trying to get the edge by stretching Tie rules, coaches can 
easily give children the impression that chea vg is not really wrong 
unless it is detected, and then only to the extent that it hurts the 
chances of winning. When coaches bend the rules in order to ob- 
tain a victory, children may conclude that the end justifies the 
means. Likewise, coaches who display hostility toward officials 
and contempt for the other team communicate the notion that such 
behaviors are appropriate and desirable. Even when coaches and 
parents preach correct vaiues, it is essential that they themselves 
behave in a ordance with them. Psj etiological experiments with 
children have repeatedly shown that when adults' actions are in- 
consistent with their words, it is ti*e actions, not the words, that 
influence children's behavior. Actions do indeed speak louder tl an 
words. 



In teaching moral values, what we do is as 
important as what we say. 



v f youth spores sometimes attack the cc mpetitive aspect 
of sports as inconsistent with the development of morality and con- 
cern ^or others. Some, however, dispute this position, arguing that 
mon development is actually furthered when moral decisions 
come into conflict with winning. In other words, noteworthy acts 
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of sportsmanship often involve situations in which conduct 
governed by a moral principle (for example, that one should not 
chea^ is chosen instead of victory. When a youngster makes a deci- 
sion * j do the right thing rather than unfairly pursue an opportu- 
nity to succeed, we have a true demonstration of moral growth. 
Coaches and parents an! in a position to further such growth. 

What, then, is *he verdict on sports as a means of building 
character? At this p<;ir.i we are unable to give a definite answer, for 
sports are simply one aspect of the complexity of children's lives. 
Scientific evidence is inconclusive, although positive differences in 
academic achievement and personality traits are sometimes found 
when groups of child athletes are compared with nonathletes. A 
lower incidence of juvenile delinquency has consistently been 
found in child athletes. The difficulty has been in proving that these 
differences are caused by sport participation. Perhaps brighter and 
better-adjusted children are more lively to be attracted to sports, 
and that's why participation is related to these attributes. There is 
no denying, however, that sports are capable of furthering the 
character development of children if adults are able to structure 
sport experiences for their benefit. The sport experience is full of 
valuable lessons for children and can be an important training 
ground for moral and social development. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE YOUNG ATHLETE'S BODY: 
Physical Development 



An athlete's body greatly afftcts his or her athletic potential 
and has much to do with the enjoyment and satisfaction that comes 
from training and competition. The 126-pound high school boy try- 
ing to fill out a football uniform with little more than the skin and 
bones of a slowly maturing adolescent cannot contribute a star per- 
formance to the team, nor is he going to remember that one of the 
highs of his young life was playing football. He would probably be 
happy to trade in his current body model for something closer to 
six feet in height, 180 pounds in weight, and equipped with a well- 
developed set of muscles. 

What are the features of body structure that affect sport parti- 
cipation? Height is an obvious 1 / important characteristic. There is 
always one five-foot, eight-'nch guard in a high school basketball 
tournament, but the six-fooi, six-inch phyer is ten inches closer to 
the basket and has a better chance of scoring more points. Weight 
is another aspect of body size that determines potential success. 
The two-hundred-pound football player has a distinct playing 
advantage over an opponent who weighs only two-thirds as much. 

Body build, or physique, must also be considered. The three 
major body types (soir ^totypes) are described as follows: 

• Endomorphs are characterized by a soft roundness 
throughout the body, with a tendency toward fatness. 

• Mesomorphs are muscula r individuals with large, 
prominent bones. 

• Ectomorphs have thin body segments and poor 
muscle development. 

Successful athletes in a particular sport tend to have similar 
body builds, and their physiques are compatible with the require- 
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ments of the activity. Being a mesomorph or an ectomorph will 
have a lot to do with whr ther an individual must be satisfied with 
recreational jogging or will enjoy working his or her long, thin legs 
in competitive distance races. But having a certain body type does 
not guarantee success or failure. The outcome is not absolute. With 
this in mind, you can help your child select sports that are in har- 
mony with his or her body build. This will give your child a better 
chance to achieve higher levels of performance/ 

In addition to body size and build, athletic perforr ance is 
influenced by body composition— the relative amounts of bone, 
muscle, and fat that make up body mass. The role of muscle in 
moving the body and generating force is of prime importance. 
Quite simpjy, the more strength and power that an athlete has, the 
greater his or her advantage will be. On the other hand, fatty tissue 
represents excess baggage and is a performance-inhibitor, fatness 
reduces speed, limits endurance and, in some sports, increases the 
risk of injury. In almost all sports, with the exception of sumo wrest- 
ling perhaps, elite athletes strive to be trim and muscular, with 
healthy minimal levels of body fat. 



Body structure and function are important in 
determining how satisfying and enjoyable sports 
can be. 



The physical characteristics that determine sport performance 
are constantly changing during the growing years of childhood and 
adolescence. Knowing something about normal growth will tell us 
much about what kind of athletic activity is appropriate for difua- 
ent ages. In other words, knowledge of the nature 2nd extent of 
growth will help ans Arer crucial questions about what sport for what 
child at what age. With such information, it is possible to project re- 
alistic expectations of sport performance on our children and to 
direct training programs to which their changing bodies will re- 
spond. As boys and girls move through the exciting stages of grow- 
ing up in sports, some appreciation of the ever-changing body can 
make the experience the satisfying one it should be. 

Factors That Influence Body Characteristics 
With the exception of identical twins, no two human bodies are 
exactly the same. Body size, shape, and composition, as well as the 
body's million physiological characteristics, are unique to each in- 
dividual. These physical trails are influenced by age and sex, along 
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with a host of internal and external (environmental) factors. For ex- 
ample, the endocrine glands secrete hormones directly into the 
bloodstream. Hormones are basically regulators of body functions, 
and they play an important role in physical growth and sexual 
maturation. With respecv to environmental forces, body structure 
and function depend on how adequate nutrition hasbeen, h^w free 
from disease the body has been, and how physically active one has 
been. 

Most importantly, body characteristics are determined by 
genetic factors. Certainly we know that parent height is a prime de- 
terminant of offspring height. Hereditary influences on body struc- 
ture and the body's many functions are so important in 
determining the potential for athletic performance tha* it is often 
said that great athletes are born, not made. The significance of one's 
ge \etic endowment cannot be denied. 

Aside from the size, shape, and makeup of the body, there are 
several ways in which body functions respond to exercise and 
training that are important contnbutors to athletic performance. As 
with the body's structure, these abilities to respond to training are 
in large part determined by genetic characteristics. They include 

(a) the potential for developing outstanding muscle strength, 

(b) the capability of producing muscle energy efficiently, and 

(c) the capability of increasing the body's metabolism to a very 
high level to meet the demands of vigorous exercise. Quick reaction 
and speed of movement are also important to the athlete, as are the 
potentials for speed and quickness. These traits are all hereditary. 



If someone wishes to develop the body of an elite 
athlete and the potential to respond ideally to a 
sport training program, the individual should select 
his or her parents with great care. 



We've emphasized that hereditary factors are critical in deter- 
mining * vhich children can look forward to being outstanding, and 
perhaps even elite, athletes. However, the effects of genetics are 
never absolute, because genes do not operate in isolation. We can- 
not undervalue the influence of the environments in which we 
live — natural and manmade. 

During childhood and adolescence, regular exercise is among 
the many environmental factors essential to achieve full potential 
for growth. Moderate physical stress from the muscle activities 
found in most sports is generally a positive force on bone growth. 
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Yet it is doubtful whether training programs for young athletes 
have any growth-promoting effect on their height. Dramatic exer- 
cise effects do, however, occur in muscle and adipose (fat) tissue. 
Following the start of adolescence in males, the increase in musde 
mass is directly related to the intensity and duration of training pro- 
grams. And, of course, the loss of tatty tissue from exeicise is a 
desirable effect of sport participation. 

On ihe sid jf caution, relatively little is known about the limits 
beyond which strenuous physical activity can be harmful to a 
young athlete's growth. Unfortunately, there is no exact guide for 
determining how much activity is appropriate. The issue includes 
consideration of Ihe maturation level of the child and the frequency 
and duration of the activity. The most reasonable approach is to 
rely on the child's own tolerance. The young athlete will generally 
know when his or her limit has been reached. 

A related and equally avportant issue concerns the exercise 
colerance of healthy children. Do endurance sports place excessive 
demands on the hearts ot young athletes? Nu. This is a popular 
myth. There is increasing evidence that the growing child's heart 
responds favorably to physical exertion. 



The key to safely handling the demands of heavy exercise re- 
sides in the health of the child. This points to the need for careful 
medical screening, which includes probing for a family history of 
cardiac problems and any early cardiovascular difficulties. Also, in 
protecting the wellness of child athletes, parents cannot ignore the 
importance of appropriate endurance-training procedures that are 
supervised by competent coaches. 



There is an abundance of information concerning the growth 
of American children. Growth can be looked at merely as heights 
or weights for given ages, as seen in the following figure. This type 
of curve (a distance curve) indicates a child's growth status, or the 
size attained at a particular age. 

It is interesting to look at the increases in height and weight 
that occur during a g ven period of time. The velocity curve shown 
in tne next figure illustrates the rate of growth, that is, centimeters 
or kilograms gained per year. We can see that the most rapid per- 



Children's exercise tolerance is greater than 
believed in die past 



Patterns of Physical Growth 
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iod of growth occurs immediately after birth, and then the growth 
rate slows to a modest, steady process during childhood. This is 
followed by an adolescent growth spurt and then by deceleration 
until growth finally stops. There is little difference in the relative 
growth rates of boys and girls during childhood. However, as 
shown in the first figure, during childhood boys are slightly taller 
and heavier than girls of the ame age. This difference is a relatively 
minor one and of no real practical significance for sport 
performance. 

When girls experience tne rapid growth spurt that occurs be- 
tween the ages of ter< and a half and thirteen, they become taller 
than boys. During pubescence, tall girls will be taller than tall boys, 
and all girls will be taller than the shortest 3 to 5 percent of boys. 
This is a temporary situation that changes when boys begin to ex- 
perience their adolescent growth spurt in height some two years 
after girls have experienced their peak velocity in gaining height. 



Girls are nearer their finJ body size a any age 
because they mature at a faster rate than boys. 



Prior to adolescence, sex differences in body composition are 
minor. However, boys do have slightly more bone and muscle 
tissue and less fat than girls. Following the period of maximum gain 
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Age- years Ajje. years 



Velocity Curves Showing Rates of Increase in Height and 
Weight. 



in height that occurs in early rdolescence (about age twelve to thir- 
teen for girls and fourteen to fifteen for boys), there is a period of 
maximum gain in weight. In girls this is due primarily to a large 
increase in body fat, with a relatively small increase in muscle 
tissue. In boys the rapid gain in body weight that follows a rapid 
gain in height is due to a decrease in body fatness and a striking in- 
crease in muscle mass. Consequently, postadolescent girls have 
only about two-thirds as much muscle as males, and young adult 
females have almost twice the amount of body fat. 

Because boys on the average begin their rapid gain in height at 
the age of twelve and a half, they have about two more years of 
preadolescent growth than girls have. During this two-year period, 
they continue to grow, and at age fourteen or fifteen they are about 
four inches taller than gir 1 *. were when they began their rapid 
growth. In the immediate preadolescent period, boys' legs grow 
much faster than their trunks. Thus, the longer period of preado- 
lescent growth for males is responsible for the fact thai legs of adult 
males are longer than those of females. 



All boys and girls experience an adolescent growth 
spurt 
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The age at which the adolescent growth spurt begins varies 
widely from one child to another. The variation is so great in a 
sample of normal males, for example, that some boys may have 
their most rapid grcwth as early as their twelfth birthday, whereas 
others will not have this growth experience until they are nearly 
sixta These slower -maturing boys will not have their muscle 
grown and rapid gain in body weight until more than fourteen 
months later, at seventeen or eighteen years of age. A very normal 
but slowly maturing young male will have completed high school 
before he is physically suited to compete in many sports requiring 
large size, strength, and a mature skeleton. 

The differences in age at which adolescent growth and physi- 
cal development occur are most evident during junior high school 
or middle school, or at twelve to fifteen years of age. Normal boys 
can vary as much as fifteen inches in height, ninety pounds in 
weight, and five years in maturation status, that is, biologic age. 
(Biologic age is commonly determined by an X-ray examination of 
skeletal maturation.) Most youth sport prop *ns match competi- 
tors on the basis of calendar age. Therefore, large numbers of boys 
who do not experience their growth and maturation close to the 
average risk some very significant problems. This is true for both 
the slow later maturer and the advanced early matuicr. We will dis- 
cuss these specific concerns later in the chapter. 

Chances in Physical Abilities During 
Childhood and Adolescence 

During the childhood years, as boys and girls grow — resulting 
in longer levers and increased muscle tissue — both have the poten- 
tial to increase their strength. Boys and girls show similar increased 
ability to perform motor skills prior to puberty. However, in 
general, boys are eventually able to develop greater strength and 
thus surpass girls in the performance of most sport-related skills. 

During adolescence, males show a steady increase in perform- 
ance and endurance that extends into early adulthood. The same is 
not true for girls. There has been a tendency for girls' performance 
to reach a plateau around the time of puberty (approximately thir- 
teen years of age) and decline thereafter. Because of physical 
changes that accompany adolescence, such as increases in fat, girls 
are placed at somewhat of a disadvantage for motor performance. 
Bui the leveling off and subsequent decline in girls' performance 
and endurance have been related more to social factors than to 
biological changes. 
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For adolescent females, decreased motivation and 
increased sedentary habits are major causes of 
lowered performance. 



Like other aspects of motor skill, strength shows a steady in- 
crease during childhood, with boys being slightly stronger than 
girls. Boys continue to improve during adolescence, whereas girls' 
strength scores level off and then tend to decrease. In boys there is 
a delays on the average; of at least fourteen months between the pei- 
iod of the most rapid gain in height and the most rapid gain in 
muscle weight. The adolescent male who is nearing the completion 
of his rapid gain in height will have little muscle tissue and strength 
potential for the next year or two. He must await the development 
of muscles to go along with his newly acquired taller body. Th is 
the adolescent male is not as strong as his stature might suggest. 

This lag in strength was apparent in a seven-foot; two-inch 
basketball freshman at the University of Georgia who had not yet 
b°gun his muscle maturation and weight gain. At seven-two he 
weighed only 172 pounds. When he suffered a muscle strain, his 
coach remarked, 'This is good news and bad news. The bad news 
is that he is going to mis s practice for several days. The good news 
is that now we know he has a muscle." 

Research on strength development of boys under fourteen in 
training programs is not extensive. The best information available 
indicates that prior to this age (and the production of ihe male sex 
hormor,3 testosterone), weight training cannot be expected to re- 
sult in any worthwhile g? & in either muscle development or 
strength. L: addition, weight training for preadolescent boys is an 
activity with high injury risk if not properly supervised. 

Because the increase in weight of the adolescent female is due 
primarily to a gain in fat (and, to only a small extent, to a gain in 
muscle); her potential for strength development via exercise is 
much less than the male's. The extent to which girls' smaller 
amount of muscle tissue can be increased and strength gained by 
weight training has not been systematically studied. In young adult 
women, weight training has been shown to produce significant 
gains in strength, but in the absence of male hormones, the female 
will experience minimal gains in the size and mass of muscles. 

Should Boys and Girls Compete Against Each Other? 

We have pointed out that during childhood years, only very 
slight sex differences in body structure and motor performance are 
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present. On a purely physical basis, there is no reason why boys 
and girls should not be on the same teams competing with and 
against each other. The potential for performance and the chances 
for causing or sustaining injury related to size and strength do not 
differ significantly between the two sexes. 

However, this situation changes drastically during ado- 
lescence. As boys gain more in height, weight, muscle mass, and 
strenp^h, it is not possible for girls to fairly and safely compete 
against them in most sports. 



After puberty, girls should have separate but equal 
opportunities for sport participation. 



There is little merit to the argument that if a girl is good enough, 
she should be allowed to compete on the boys' team. If one arcepts 
this position, then boys who are good e lough should b* allowed 
to play on girls' teams. Boys would occupy most of the places on 
both teams because of their greater size and strength, and almost 
all girls would be denied places on either team. After age eleven, 
boys and girls should have their own competitive opportunities in 
those sports in which strength and body size are determinants of 
proficiency and injury risk. 




Whether boys and girls should compete against one another depends on 
the sport and the age of the children. 
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The Growing and Maturing Skeleton 

The body skeleton is obviously involved in the normal growth 
of children. In adolescents the skeleton first grows in size and 
length, after which it gains in density and strength. As mentioned 
earlier, the principal sites of growth before the start of rapid ado- 
lescent growth are in the legs and arms. During the adolescent 
growth spurt, the trunk grows most rapidly. The long bones of the 
arms and legs increase their length by the activity cf specialized 
cells located in a so-called growth plate at ^*her end of the shaft of 
the long bones. 

Because it is composed of cartilage (soft tissue), the grcwth 
plate is structurally the weakest point in the bone. It is weaker than 
any point in the shaft of the bone and actually weaker than the liga- 
ments that align the neighboring joints. Additionally, the growth 
plate is weakest during periods of most rapid growth. Injury to this 
area of the bone can destroy those cells responsible for the future 
growth cf the long bone. During the period of the most rapid gain 
in height (on the average, ages fourteen to fifteen in boys and 
twelve to thirteen in girls), severe injury to the ends of long bones 
can threaten the growth plate. Growth arrest and a shortened leg 
could result in lifelong crippling if a long bone of the leg is involved. 



The growth plate of the young athlete is vulnerable 
to injury. 



Fortunately, growth-plate injuries are not common in sports. 
But '.he threat of a growth-plate injury would temporarily direct 
early adolescents away from participation in collision sports, such 
as football and wrestling, where severe blows to a leg or arm may 
be encountered. As growth nears completion in later adolescence, 
the growth plate ceases its function, fuses firmly with the shaft of 
the long bone, and is no longer the site of vulnerability that it was 
during early adolescence. 

As the skeleton matures, the bones become denser, stronger, 
and more able to withstand the trauma of hard use in intensive 
training. There is little information on the effects on the skeleton of 
intense, repeated athletic activity dunug childhood and very early 
adolescence. In the absence of well-documenteu research, it is wise 
to follow the recommendations of such concerned organizations as 
the American Academy of Pediatrics' Sports Medicine Committee, 
which discourages intense athletic activities, such as long-distance 
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running and weight training, during childhood and until the rapid 
growth of early adolescence has been completed. 

Sport Participation and Physical Maturity 

We have mentioned that body structure and a variety of basic 
functions that relate to athletic performance undergo striking 
change during the early years of adolescence. And there is great 
variation in the age at which individuals experience these changes. 
Therefore, the age at which children (boys in oarticuiar) are physi- 
cally ready for many types of sports will als ) vary greatly. Youth 
sport programs present the early adolescent (junior high or middle 
school-aged person) with opportunities for highly organized 
sports. It thus becomes important to identify k.e-maturing and 
early-maturing individuals if they are to be directed into appropri- 
ate sport experiences. The late maturer will have increased risk of 
injury, with his undeveloped muscles and immature skeleton. 
More importantly, playing wi f h and competing against larger, 
stronger, and more mature boys, the late maturer will be a less- 
skilled athlete. He is a prime candidate to drop cut at the earliest 
opportunity. 

The considerable variation in the onset of physical develop- 
ment at adolescence raises the question of the appropriateness of 
collision sports for junior high school and middle school boys. After 
one junior high school football game, twenty-two players were 
weighed They varied in weight from 84 to 212 pounds. Although 
the players' physical maturity was not scientifically assessed, the 
range of maturity seemed also to be extremely varied — as much as 
four or five years' variation in skeletal maturity. Unless rather 
elaborate steps are taken to .natch competitors on the bar . of 
m iturity and size in football, wrestling, and ice hockey, it is diffi- 
cult to justify these sports for middle and junior high school pro- 
grams. 

The Early Maturer 

The early-maturing individual is bigger, stronger, and quicker, 
acquires sport skills faster, and has more endurance potential than 
his peers. Thus, the early-maturing boy can be expected to be a star 
grade school and junior high school athlete. 

That early-maturing boys excel in several juvenile athletic pro- 
grams has been well documented. In football and track-and-field 
events, early maturity has been shown to be a prime determinant 
of proficiency. Players at the Little League World Series have been 
studied using bone-age X-rays to document their maturation sta- 
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Children competing at the same level may differ greatly in physical 
maturity. 



tus. Seventy-one percent of these twelve-year-old star athletes had 
a dvanced bone ages. Those with the most advanced bone agt w^e 
pitchers, first basemen, left fielders, and those who batted fourth 
(clean-up) in the batting lineup. In the 1982 World Series, the win- 
ning pitcher in the championship game was a very mature five- 
fuot, eight-inch, 174-pound twelve-year-old. 



The difference m ability level of young athletes is 
often a result of different natality levels. 



A major problem is that the early r.iaturer enjoys outstanding 
sport success during elementary, middle, and early junior high 
school simply because of the physical advantages he has over his 
teammates and opponents. With th\> elaborate sport programs 
available for very young athletes in most a rtmunith s, the eight- 
to twelve-year-old can readily become a tixt ^ports star. That win- 
ning Little League pitcher mentioned above was flown to New 
York from the Wesc Coast to appear on a national prime-time tele- 
vision show, arl he was given a page and a half write-up :n 
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Sports Illustrated. A local television commentator suggested that the 
junior high school where he had just started seventh grade be 
named after him. Pretty heady stuff for a twelve-year-old. 

The sport success of an early-maturing boy can lead to a full- 
time commitment to one or more sports at a very early age. Sport 
achievements may eliminate the desire for accomplishment in 
other areas, such as schoolwork or the arts, or an interest in explor- 
ing other sports. Positive reinforcements come from ccaches, team- 
mates, and most particularly parents, who sometimes begin to 
think of their star athlete fa terms of outstanding high school per- 
formances, college scholarships, and perhaps even a high-salaried 
career in professional sports. What does it matter if the only musi- 
cal instrument the child will ever be interested in playing is a tape 
deck or that his report card is full of C's and D's? 

The world can fall apart for this youngster and his family about 
high school time, when as a sophomore he lines up against some 
juniors and seniors who possess his same maturity. Ha , ing lost the 
advantage of his early development, the young man is now less 
than an outstanding ahlete. As all of his former grade school team- 
mates and opponents catch up to him in maturity and as other ath- 
letes begin to do outstanding things, the grade school star may find 
only an uncomfoi table place on the bench. Unable to understand 
me true reason that the star no longer outshines others, insensitive 
coaches and even parents may accuse him of "dogging it." The 
young man has lost the limelight of sport success on which his self- 
esteem was built. He is left with no other interests or talents be- 
cause of his early all-consuming commitment to the sport, and he 
is keenly aware of the great disappointment he is to his parents. At 
sixteen or se /enteen, an age of considerable vulnerability to a num- 
ber of disturbing antisocial alternatives, he is a depressed has-been. 



The potential problems of early-maturing athletes 
are fairly easy to avoid. 



The answer, of course, is to prevent the problems from occur- 
ring. This can be done by first recognizing the signs of early matur- 
ity. The early maturer will probably be the son of a father who 
likewise was an early maturer, and he will experience growth 
changes and sexual maturation will ahead of schedule. Once iden- 
tified as an individual who is maturing more rapidly than usual, 
he should have the opportunity to participate in sports with indi- 
viduals who are of similar maturity, not the same calendar age. The 
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early-maturing star basketball player of junior high school should 
have a chance to work out with the high school junior varsity. 
Matches can be arranged for the twelve-year-old tenuis slar with 
some sixteen-year-old members at the tennis club. Early-meturing 
boys need to know how really good they are if they are to :?ep their 
athletic performances and potentials in proper perspective. 

The Late Mahirer 

With sport successes so civ,:?^ related to maturity, it isn dif- 
ficult to imagine the problems of the late-maturing boy— especially 
for parents who were late maturers themselves. Many, out certainly 
not all, late maturers will be small in stature for their age. The> vlil 
have less strength, endurance, and skeletal maturity and lower 
motor skills than their average peers. These boys are going to be 
handicapped in many sports where size, strength, and endurance 
determine the outcome, and in some situations they will be at 
undue risk to injury. 

The late-maturing individual will often be recognized ?s such 
in his elementary school years. A father's own maturation experi- 
ence from twelve to sixteen years of age can be an indicator of the 
maturation rate to be expected of the son. If early sport partici- 
pation is important for the late maturer, he should be directed to 
sports that are not primarily dependent on size and strength for 
proficiency, such as racket sports, diving and some track /en's. 
He may not become state champion, but he may achieve levels of 
accomplishment sufficient to earn him a comfortable place in the 
sport scene. 

Many late maturers can comfortably postpone their entry into 
sport programs until they are physically mature. Club activities, 
scouting, music, and other activities may satisfy in the meanwhile. 
It is most important that these boys know the normal sequence of 
changes that occur during adolescence so that th<?y know where 
they are in the maturation process, where they are going, ana when 
they get there. With this insight th^y will know when sports can be 
rewarding, when a vigorous training program can b«i effective and 
satisfying, and when they can be competitive on the field or court. 
It is possible at ages fourteen to sixteen to avoid a devastating, 
negative sport experience due to delayed maturity. The lale ma- 
turer doesn't have to suffer consistent setbacks and be turned off 
to sports and their benefits. 
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Late-maturing youngsters need understanding and 
special attention from parents and coaches. 



Parents and coaches should know the implications of delayed 
adolescent development in these boys, and they should develop 
their expectations accordingly. Limited training tor strength and 
endurance during the first two years of high school should be ac- 
companied by large doses of encouragement * home and on the 
court or field Properly managed, the late maturer can be a bud- 
ding sport star by the senior year of high school. Being con c *antly 
yelled at by a coach or put down by a disappointed parent en pro- 
duce a demoralized dropout at an age when dropping out can be 
very serious. 

The Body of Today's Young Athlete 

Those responsible for sport programs for children and youth 
must recognize that athletes are a different population from those 
of a generation or two ago. Athletes today are bigger and stronger 
at younger ages. Particularly at the junior and senior high school 
levels, the "new model" athletes not only perform better, they 
demand a higher degree of sophistication and concern in dealing 
with their protective equipment, training facilities, coaching, rtfer- 
eeing, and even rule changes. 



Children are growing to a larger size a 1 maturing 
more rapidly than ever before 



The young athlt :e's body is the prime determinant of profi- 
ciency and satisfaction in sports. Since physical features are con- 
stantly changing during childhood and adolescence, sport 
programs and expectations must be adjusted according to these de- 
velopmental changes. From a purely physical viewpoint, the sport 
programs of elementary school children must minimize demands 
for strength and endurance. The potential for developing these 
traits is not present at this age. Prior to the age of twelve or thirteen, 
sports should be for fun, for experiencing a variety of opportuni- 
ties, and for being introduced to some spoit skills. 

During those rapidly changing years from twelve to sixteen, 
with their tremendous variation in adolescent body changes, more 
attention should be paid to the proper matching of competitors. 
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Young athletes should ideally be of a similar maturational level re- 
gardless of their calendar ages. Sports provide a critical opportu- 
nity to acquire much-needed confidence in oneself and in one's 
newly developer! physique. The adolescent should not be denied 
this opportunity or have a negative experience because of inappro- 
priate matching or the unrealistic expectations of parents and 
coaches. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CHOOSING A SPORT PROGRAM: 
A First Step to a Good Experience 



Betty had a lot of potential. She was tall, strong, and well coordinated 
for her age. She also had a strong competitive spirit and a genuine inter- 
est in gymnastics. But that's all gone now. 

Because of Betty's interest in gymnastics, her parents enrolled her in 
an athletic club near her hone. Although the facility was excellent, ihe 
program left a lot to be desired from both a meiUcil and a psychological 
point of view. The coach was a hard-driving man who demanded total ded- 
ication from youngsters. "Dedication " was insti led by threats that those 
who did not develop fast enough would not be entered in meets. Daily 
practices were pressured and exhausting. There was no time for friends or 
other activities. Like some of the other gymnasts, Betty was put on ahighly 
restrictive diet without medical consultation. At one point the coach sug- 
gested that she take illegal steroids to increase her strength and muscle 
mass. His constant prodding that she attempt more dangerous routines 
resulted in repeated injuries. After a year in the club, Betty completely 
burned out. She dropped out of gymnastics and vowed never to have any- 
thing to do with the sport again. 

Peie's i Aory is different. His mother and father were divorced when 
he was very young. Because his mother was forced to work, h? had little 
parental guidance. As early as the second grade, Pete began to have con- 
duct problems in school. A few years later he became involved with a youth 
gang and ended up under arrest for shoplifting. He seemed well on his 
way to " life of delinquency. Pete's life turned around when his mother en- 
rolled him in the local YMCA, where he came under the influence of a 
young supervisor who steered him into the Youth Basketball Association 
league. Here Pete found a l, istructive outlet for his energies, and he de- 
veloped a sense of belonging. His mother's work schedule allowed her to 
attend hi games, andhefelt great pride in beingpart of the team. His con- 
duct problems in school disappeared <* 7 he began to zpyhi himsdfto his 
schoolworkjust as he had to baskett 
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Pete's story has a happy ending, whereas Betty's is tragic. One 
youngster fonnd fulfillment in a sport program. The other was 
turned off as a result of a bad experience. Their stories illustrate the 



Most children enter sport programs more or le^s through 
chance. Often a parent knows relatively little about a program, its 
philosophy, or the nature of the leadership provided. For most chil- 
dren, entering a program is a matter of doing what one's friends 
are doing or it is a matter of practical factors, such as its location 
and availability. 

But there is much to be said for parental involvement and 
guidance at even this first stage of selecting a program. Youngsters 
can't be expected to critically evaluate a particular program. They 
need the assistance of their parents. If an appropriate program is 
selected, many unnecessary difficulties and problems can be 
avoided. Therefore, we strongly recommend that you take the time 
and effort to arrive at a well-informed choice. 



Parents have both the right and the responsibility to in |uire 
about all activities that their children are involved in, including 
sports. You should take this responsibility seriously, probing into 
the nature and the quality of specific sport programs. By so doing, 
you art not being overly protective or showing a lack of confidence 
in a program. Rather, you are fulfilling a child-rearing obligation 
to oversee the welfare of your loved one. 



It is important that you gather the iniormation 
necessary to make the right decision for you and for 
your child. 



Inquiries by parents, if made appropriately, should be wel- 
comed by sport-program directors and coaches. They like you, 
should have as their major concern the welfare of your child. If your 
inquiries are not welcomed or even responded to, you have cause 
for concern about the program. 



Selection of a program should be a joint decision of parent and 
child. Although you have the final say in the matter, it is important 
to involve your child in the der sion-making process, taking into 
account very seriously what your child wants to get out of the sport 



importance of selecting a good program. 



Your Responsibility as a Parent 



Deciding Together 
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experience. It is a n^ake for parents to assume that they know 
what a child wants without asking him or her A parent whose goal 
is for the youngster to excel as an athlete might choose a different 
program than one who takes into account simply the child's desire 
to participate with his or her friends. A direct discussion in which 
you share your own experiences and opinions with your young- 
ster rather than force them on him or her is the best approach. 




Children should not be rushed into competition at too early an age. 
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Because all programs are run by human beings, you should not 
expect to find a fault-free program. Most have certain flaws, but 
this does not mean that the entire experience will be a bad one for 
your child. If you make a commitment to work with, not against, a 
program, you may be able to help correct any shortcomings. 

How Early Should Children Participate? 

This is not an easy question to answer. Children differ a great 
deal in their maturity, their aspirations, and their abilities. For these 
reasons, it is impossible to recommend a specific age for partici- 
pation of all children in all sports. In the final analysis, it depends 
on your child's characteristics, the sport in question, and the nature 
of the program. Children should not be rushed into organized ath- 
letics; they need time to enjoy free play with their friends, for much 
development occurs in such play. Certainly one important indica- 
tor of readiness is the child's own expression of interest in partici- 
pating. Bui parents and coaches must fall back on common sense 
to make a decision in a particular case. 



The best guide is to know the child, the sport and 
the program. 



Based on available scientific and medical evidence, and taking 
into account individual differences in physical and psychological 
readiness to compete, we recommend the following age guidelines: 



Noncontact sports 

(baseball, swimming, track, tennis): 6~H years 

Contact sports 

(soccer, basketball, wrestling): 8-10 years 

Collision sports 

(tackle foe *ball, hockey): 10-12 years 

Which Sports Should Your Child Play? 

Again, the answer to this question depends basically on your 
youngster's interests. There are additional factors to be taken intt 
account, however. Such factors as safety, the benefits of individual 
versus team sports, and the season of the year may all influence 
decisions. You may be perfectly happy to have your child play out- 
door soccer during warm months, but have health concerns about 
the same sport during cold winter months. 
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Parents frequently inquire about the benefits of individual 
versus team sports. Again, there is no simple answer to this ques- 
tion and no reliable scientific research to help guide decisions. 
However one can make some broad and general comparisons. On 
the whole, team spores provide more opportunities for learning 
social skills and making friends. There is also more need for 
cooperation and more emphasis placed on willingness to sacrifice 
personal interests for the good of the team. More opportunities 
exist in team sports to specialize and find a niche suited to personal 
interests and abilities. A youngster with a poor throwing arm car. 
play fir?* Vase in baseball, and a big youngster with a poor sho ;>t- 
ing touc'it can become a rebounding terror in basketball. On the 
other hand, a youngster in an individual sport, such as tennis, 
needs to be able to master all the skills of the sport. Finally, it is often 
the case that team sports generate more camaraderie, or "we" feel- 
ings, than do individual r,port&. Many youngsters are attracted to 
the sense of belonging that exists in team sports. 

Individual sports generally require more self-sufficiency. The 
athlete cannot rely on anyone else to get the job done. Competition 
takes the form of one-on-one duels, and success or failure is 
shouldered solely by the individual. There is less of the social sup- 
port that is provided by teammates in team sports. This can foster 
a strong sense of personal responsibility and independence. Be- 
cause of these factors, individual sports tend to be more intensely 
competitive at a personal level and often demand more in the way 
of "mental toughness." Also, more personal dedication is often le- 
quired of the atnlete in training. 



"Boxing should be banned, forbidden, and 
eliminated forever as a sport for children/' 
Rainer Martens, sport psychologist and 
youth sport authority 



We feel that almost all sports have something to offer children. 
However, we do have major reservations about boxing. Boxing is 
the only sport whose goal is to harm another person. Reports of 
twelve-year-old amateur boxers who have registered strings of 
knockouts are chilling reminders of the basic brutality of the sport. 
Although we acknowledge the fact that some underprivileged 
youths have found social and economic salvation through boxing, 
we do not believe that boxing in itself offers any benefits that can- 
not be achieved through other, less dangerous sports. 
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How Many Sports Should Your Child Play? 

No matter how enjoyable or fulfilling sport participation is, it 
does take time and divert attention from other activities. For most 
children, one sport at a time is plenty during the school year. The 
time and energy demands on both children and their parents need 
to be kept at a reasonable level. 

During the summer months, multiple-sport participation 
seems more reasonable- ' nild may have enough time and energy 
to be involved in several sports, such as baseball, tennis, and swim- 
ming. 

Sometimes the best decision is not to participate. Participation 
in sports, although desirable, is not necessarily for everyone. Par- 
ents should not feel that their child must be on a team or involved 
in a sport. For those children .vho wish to direct their energies in 
other ways, the best program may be no program. Many parents 
become unnecessarily ; larmed if their child does not show an in- 
terest in sports. They think that a child who would rather do other 
things must somehow be abnormal. Forcing a child into sports 
against his or her will can be a big mistake. Sometimes the wisest 
decision is to encourage the child to move into other activities that 
maybe more suited to his or her interests and abilities, at least Mntil 
an interest in sports develops. 

Sources of Information and How to Get It 

Many programs have preseason meetings to provide parents 
with information and to answer their questions. Such meetings can 
also serve as forums for parents to give input regarding concerns, 
opinions, and suggestions. When you attend a meetingof this kind, 
look for openness on the part or administrators. They should show 
a willingness to exchange information with the intent of promot- 
ing greater understanding and cooperation. If a program does not 
have such a meeting, you might suggest it to the adm ; nistrator and 
perhaps volunteer to assist in its organization. 



A preseason sport orientation meeting is a good 
investment for everyone. 



If a preseason meeting is not scheduled *or parents, you may 
have to obtain information directly from the program admini- 
strators or coaches. It is well to make up a list of questions and con- 
cerns before speaking with them. In dealing with program leaders, 
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remember that they are volunteering their time and effort for the 
benefit of children who participate in their program. They deserve 
courtesy and your respect! 

Another very useful source of information about a program is 
parents of youngsters who have been throu^n it. They can provide 
firsthand and candid feedback concerning the merits and short- 
comings of the program. As consumers of the program, they may 
be in the best position to evaluate it for you. 

Some Important Considerations in Deciding on a Program 

Eventually the decision will come down to whether or not to 
join a particular program. Sometimes you might be choosing 
among several alternatives/ such as the church-sponsored 
basketball league, the one sponsored by your local parks depart- 
ment, or the one at the junior high. At other times there may be only 
one program available, and your decision will be based on whether 
it meets your child's needs and whether the costs or possible physi- 
cal risks involved are balanced by the benefits. In either of these 
cases, there are some key points about sport programs that you 
should keep in mind to help guide your decision. 

Organization and Administration 

The success of any program depends on how it is run and who 
is running it. You should make it a point to find out whether the 
program is administered by one person or by a board of directors 
(which is likely to include a wider range of viewpoints and repre- 
sentation). Of crucial importance is the extent to which you as a 
parent can have an influence on decisions that will affect your child. 



Potential problems can o< cur when a program is run 
by a small clique that is not open to input from 
parents. 



Programs also vary in how much information they give par- 
e ^ts about policies and practices. Parents should be given an 
account of how revenues are spent to benefit children. Two key 
questions to ask are whether board meetings are held and if par- 
ents are welcome to attend. Some very effective programs welcome 
involvement by parents in a variety of ways and organize social 
events in which parents can interact with their children. 
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Costs and Commitments 

It's rare in this world to get something for nothing. Most pro- 
grams require commitments of time and money. It's wise for par- 
ents to know the costs sooner rather than later The costs can be 
financial/entry fees, equipment, uniforms, transportation for trips, 
contributions *o fund-raisers, and so forth. In sports such as tennis, 
gymnastics, and figure skating, these ts can multiply rapidly in 
the form of private les. :>ns and coa^m.g, racket- or skating-club 
fees, and trips to distant meets. Many parents have found them- 
selves in over their heads financially and unable to pull teck be- 
cause the chfld has become involved beyond the point of no return. 
It's a good idea to ask parents who are already in the program for 
information. 

Other costs may be in terms of time and emotional involve- 
ment. You can easily get into a program for your child's sake (or for 
your own hoped-for jeace and quiet) only to find yourself stuck in 
a quicksand of time commitments. Suddenly you're -pending 
hours driving to games and practices, manning the hot dog booth, 
and going door-to-door selling candy bars. Those glorious days of 
working in the garden or watching the weekend ballgames on TV 
are now a thing of the past. 

Now, you may well make the choice to be time-involved, but 
to make an informed decision, you should try to find out: 

• How many practices and games per week are there? 

• Where are they held? 

• Who provides transportation? 

• Is there car pooling? 

• What responsibilities are expected of parents? For 
example, are they expected to org nize fund-raisers 
or to participate in field maintenance? 

• Are allowances made for family vacation during the 
season, or will your family's vacation have to be 
postponed or canceled? 

• Will your child have time for other activities? 
Obviously, if practices are held every night for two 
hours, there will be il^tle time for other pursuits. 



82 



74 



Parents' Complete Guide to Youth Sports 



• Jo practices ^ u game schedules interfere with 
dinner time, homework, church or Sunday school, or 
fanily outings? 

• How long does the season last? In warm climates 
you*h baseball tryouts can begin as early as January, 
making for a far longer season than in snowbound 
regions. 

Program Philosophy and Objectives 

The philosophy and values underlying a program can mean 
the difference between a pos: v '\ e experience and a negative one for 
your child. These values influence the goals that are set and the 
approaches used to pursue them. In Chapter 1 we stressed the cru- 
cial differences berween the professional model and the develop- 
mental model of sports. It is important to keep these differences in 
mind as you examine a program. 



The pro* ssional sport model operates m the 
premise that winning is everything, whereas the 
developmental model insists that kids are 
everything. 



Although we believe that the psychologic*! and physical wel- 
fare of child athletes is best served in programs tha i: emphasize par- 
ticipation, fun, and personal growth, we also recognize that some 
parents and children prefer win-oriented programs, even at very 
early ages. At the high s^nool level, virtb Uy all programs empha- 
size athietic excellence and winning It is a parent's right to r 4 oose 
such a program, bu: it is also the partnt's icpon " llity to make 
sure that winning is not emphasized to the exclusion of the young 
athlete's interests. Many cases of athle/ic barnout result from pres- 
sures created by program philosopnies that place winning first and 
athletes second. 

Some national programs emphasize their underljinj philoso- 
phy very directly. LitMe League Baseball, Pony Baseball, fre 
AAU/USA Junior Olympics, the American Youth Soccer Associ- 
ation, the YWCA and YMCA/he Catholic Youth Organizaik > and 
the American Junior Bowling Congress are attiong those whose 
philosophies emphasize personal growth through sports. How- 
ever, at a local level even these programs can vary in their commit- 
ment to the principles of the larger organization. Therefore, it is 
important to exari^ne each pre jram on an individual basis and to 
t?iik with parents whoje children have been in the programs. 
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In examining a particular program, you may wish to get an- 
swers to the following questions: 

• Does the program have a written statement of it* 
goals and philosophy that is available to paren* j? If 
so, are t!iey consistent with your needs? 

• Is participation for everyone emphasized? Do all 
youngsters who turn out ^et a chance to play? Do 
some players get cut? Are there rules requiring that 
all children on a team get a certain -.mount of playing 
time? 

• Is competition kept in perspective? Is competition 
seen as deauly serious business or as a contest in 
which to have fun? Are players taught to regard their 
opponents as enemies or as fnendly challengers who 
ma'x the contest possible? 

• Are the needs of athletes taken into account in 
making decisions about: such things as the time and 
length of practices and games? Are there atterr~>t* io 
match teams on the basis oi size and ability *oi safe 
and equal competition? 

• Are youngsters treated fairly? Do all childien 
attention and instruction, or only the best 
performers? Is the emphasis on giving every child a 
good experience or on developing a select group of 
gifted athletes for higher levels of competition? 

• Are attempts made to teach children sportsmanship 
and moral values? Is sodal and emotional 
development promoted? 

• Are he rewards of participation viewed in terms of 
personal and team improvement or in the form of 
trophic, victory banquets, and all-star teams? Is the 
most improved athlete as important to the program 
is the most valuable athlete? 

Program Safety 

The physic^, well-being of your youngster is surely of concern 
in choosing a program. There will always be ijuries in sports, but 
a safety-conscious program can help keep the risks at a minimum. 
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Many programs are emphasizing the desirability of a medical 
examination prior to participating, and some programs are requir- 
ing it. Children who have a physical condition that places them at 
high risk can often be identified and saved from injury. Several 
medici shidies have shown preparticipation physical examina- 
tions to be associated with a lower rate of serious injuries. 

Recognizing the value of screening examinations, some pro- 
grams have contracted with sports medicine clinics or with indi 
vidual physicians to make the exams less costly for parents. It is 
wise to inquire about this when selecting a program. 

The safety of participants is increased when a program has de- 
veloped safety rules for practices and games and when such rules 
ar? strictly enforced. Playing areas should be kept safe and free 
from hazards, such as holes, rocks, and broken glass. Your inquiry 
into these matters helps to draw necessary attention *o them. 

Try as we might to prevent them, injuries will occur and oc- 
casionally they will be serious ones. It is therefore important that 
coaches or adult supervisors who are trained in first aid be present 
at practices and games. There should also be established proce- 
dures in the event of an emergency. 



Safety-conscious programs have leaders who are 
prepared to deaJ quickly and effectively with 
injuries and en urgencies when they occur. 
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Everyone is aware of the rising costs of health care and the re- 
sulting need to have insurance protectior Some programs require 
accident insurance for all participants. Several insurance groups 
oL . athtoic accident insurance toyouth sport programs at reason- 
able rates. You should inquire about such coverage when consider- 
ing a program. If the program does not subscribe to injury 
insurance, be certain that your own insi ice provides adequate 
coverage for sport-related injures to your youngster. 

The likelihood ct injuries increases when participants vary 
greatly in size, streng*h,and maturity. It is the smaller less-developed 
player who is at greater risk under such circumstances. Research has 
shown that injuries can be reduced in collision sports, such as foot- 
ball or hockey, by matching participants in terms of size rather than 
by relying simply on age. Such matching not only reduces iitjuiieb 
but also gives all participants a greater opportunity to enjoy success 
and fair competition. 
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Quality of Leadership 

When all is said and done, the mosi important factor of all in 
determining the outcome of your child's experience is the quality 
of adult supervision h. the program you choose. The relationship 
that develops between your youngster and the coach or manager 
can become a very important one in your child's life. This adult will 
not only teach your child the techniques of the sport, but will also 
create a psychological rlimate that can have long-term effects. 
Coaches communicate important attitudes and values, and they 
serve as role models for children at an impressionable time in their 
lives. 

Anytime you place your child in the hands of another adult, 
you should have confidence that he or she has what it takes to 
shoulder the responsibilities. Remember, most youth sport pro- 
grams are staffed by volunteers who are sincerely interested in chil- 
dren. But this interest must be accompanied by knowledge of the 
sport and of a child's needs. 



The most effective coaches ? not only good 
teachers but good amateur psy .hologists as well. 



Many programs now recognize that they have a responsibility 
to prepare -caches for their leadership role. They also realize that 
instruction in the technical aspects of the sport is not enough. Work- 
shops and clinics should focus on how to create a good psycho- 
logical environment for personal and social growth and how to 
promote the physical safety of participants. Selection of a program 
for your youngster should thus be based in part on how well 
coaches are trained and evaluated. No matter what the program's 
potential may be, a subpar coach can ruin an otherwise good expe- 
rience. 

Before the season begins and while you're looking into a pro- 
gram, you may not know much about who will be coaching your 
youngster. At this point, about all you can do is to ask whether the 
coaches have preseason training or have gone through a certifica- 
tion program. Once the season begins, however, you vrill have op- 
portunities io observe the coach This is your right and your 
responsibility. 

What should you look for in a coach? Here is a short checklist 
of qualities that we believe are important in a youth sport coach. 
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Knowledge ana Teaching Skills 

• Does the cGach know the rules and techniques of the 
sport? Can he communicate these to children? 

• Does he or she demonstrate how to perform, and 
does he or she give clear explanations? 

• Are practices and games well organized, safe, and 
fun for the children? 

• Is instruction matched to the age ard knowledge 
level of the children? Or is tho coach trying to run a 
DaJas Cowboys multiple offense with a team of 
eight-year-olds, who are probably not yet certain 
whether the face mask faces front or back? 

Motives and Philosophy 

• Does the coach seen, to have a sincere interest in 
youngsters, or is coaching an ego trip? 

• Does the coach put winning and losing in 
perspective? Is the focus where it . nouldbe — on fun, 
participation for all, and learning? 

• Does the coach teach values as well as skills? 

• Can the coach communicate his or her coaching 
philosophy to athletes and parents? 

Coaching Siyle 

• Does the coach try tc motivate athletes through 
encouragement and praise, or dc punishment and 
criticism dominaie? 

• Dcp> the coach seem enthusiastic and enjoy relating 
to the athletes? Does the coach have fun? 

• Are substitutes giver as much attention as the stars, 
or are they ignored and made to feel unimportant 

• Does the coach keep things well organized and 
prevent misbehavior, or does he or she let things get 
out of hand and have to scold the children to 
maintain control? 
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• Does the coach recognize and praise good effort even 
when things are r.^t going well? 

• Does the coach ask for input from athletes and listen 
to it, or does he or she call all the shots? 

• Car the coach control his or her own emotions, or 
does the coach \( *e his or her cool wilii athletes or 
officials and provide a poor role lodel? 

Relationship Skills 

• Is the coach sensitive to the individual needs and 
feelings of the athletes? 

• Can the coach be flexible and know when everybody 
should not be treated exactly alike? 

• Can the coach generate respect without demanding it 
and show respect for athlete^ officials, and 
opponents? 

• Is the coach fair and consistent in his or her 
expectations of athletes? 

• Can the coach communicate effectively with 
youngsters at their level? 

• Do athletes he or she has coached wish to play for 
hint or her again? 

• Does the coach take the time and effort to 
communicate with parents, and is he or she open to 
their input? 

Obviously no sport program is going to be perfect, since all are 
run by fallible human beings. You can't expect to get answers to 
every question presented here. But weighing the pros and cons can 
help you increase the chances of selecting the best program for your 
youngster and starting your young athlete on the road to a good 
sport experience. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FOOD FOR SPORT: 

Nutrition Tips for Young Athletes 



Few things regularly raise more questions in the minds of par- 
ents of young athletes than concerns about how and what they 
should eat. As Mom wonders whether or not the J^ren are really 
getting a balanced diet Uad knows that if Carla or Brian would 
only eat better, she or he surely would play better. The professional 
nutritionist says that all the athlete needs is a generous balanced 
diet; the media tell about the professional tennis star who takes 
hundreds of food-supplement pills each day. Whom do you listen 
to? How does one best satisfy the nutritional needs of active young 
competitors? Nothing less than optimal nutrition will be accept- 
able to highly competitive athletes. They know that their diet does 
indeed h«,ve something important to do with performance in 
sports. 

Unique Nutrition Needs of the Young Athlete 

Active, energy-expending sport participation creates two and 
only two unique nutritional requirements: (a) e need for increased 
food-energy intake to meet the needs of training and competition, 
and (b) an increased demand for water intake to replace the sweat 
lost during exercise. Satisfying these needs is essential for good per- 
formance as well as for the health and safety of the athlete. In ad- 
dition, the young preadolescent and the older adolescent athlete 
have important growth needs that must be met 

Eating satisfies four vital needs. These are especially important 
for the growing youngster and take on additioral importance for 
the physically active participant in sports. Eating: 

• Provides energy 

• Supplies chemical bu'Jding blocks for growth and 
repair of body tissues 
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• Supplies essential chemicals needed for a host of 
body functions 

• Satisfies important psychosocial needs through 
interaction with family and friends during mealtime 

Living in a food-excess society the vast majority of American 
young people have food available in abundance to satisfy the first 
three needs. National nutrition surveys find little evidence of any 
lack of specific nutrients in the diets nost Americans. Between 
85 and 90 percent of the citizens of the United States have access to 
enough food to satisfy their energy needs and the nutritional needs 
for normal growth. The other 10 to 15 percent uf citizens, who live 
in poverty, do not have access to adequate diets — a problem of con- 
tinuing importance and concern to all of us. 

The fourth need, to satisfy social and behavioral requirements 
that are met through the eating process, is of increasing concern. 
Loss of mealtime patterns, the changing family composition, and 
changing life styles all raise questions as to whether young peo^ t j, 
even in our food-abundant environment, are getting an adequate 
diet and the security, education, and learning experiences that 
come from mealtime contact with family and friends. 



The quality of the diet is directly proportionate to 
the quality of the environment in which the food 
is eaten. 
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For almost all Americans, eating in a pleasant place with ami- 
able people essentially guarantees that t K o nutritional quality of 
their diet will be very high and more than adequate. (One would 
like to always believe that the most pleasant place and most ami- 
able people would be at the family table.) Eating alone or on the 
run is the surest way to t at badly. Unfortunately, too many young 
athletes and families eat this way. 

The Young Athlete's Diet 
Parents are keenly aware that the elementary school-aged child 
has to eat light to grow right, but a new dimension of food need 
has been introduced into the parenting concerns of many families: 
how to feed a growing boy or girl who is now an athlete In pre- 
vious chapters, the goals of good sport participation have been 
clearly spelled out—having fun, getting some exercise, learning 
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skills, and becoming familiar with sports. These goals are in no way 
in conflict with the goals of good nutrition for young athletes. 

Actually, attempting to exploit new sport interests of boys 
and girls to get them to eat more or differently can jeopardize the 
most important goal of youth sport participation— to have fun. 
The ten-year-old athlete shouldn't be cajoled into eating three 
health- promoting meals a day simply to make him a bett quar- 
terback, second baseman, or figure skater. He or she should have 
an opportunity to eat those three health-promoting and pleasant 
meals to make him or her the most fit ten-year-old. Sport inter- 
ests should not be used as a weapon at mealtime. It is the parents' 
responsibility to provide a desirable selection of menu items at 
mealtime. 



Concerned parents determine what the young 
athlete will eat Nature will direct the young athlete 
as to how much to eat 



Youth sport participation by the preadolescent should not be 
such an intense experience that satisfying excessive energy expen- 
ditures is a concern. However, monitoring water needs during 
practice and competition is becoming an increasing problem as 
very young athletes become more active in intensely competitive 
situations where temperature and humidity are high. The specific 
needs and hazards of fluid replacement in athletes will be con- 
sidered later in this chapter. It is a common problem in the more 
intense activities of older athletes, but there is now a very real need 
to be alert to the fluid requirements of the elementary school-aged 
athlete as well. 

How Sports Can Interfere with Good Nutrition 

Can youth f port participation interfere with the good nutrition 
and good growth that result from 1 ^althy eating during childhood? 
"With a -prl in gymnastics and r.» > boys in soccer and baseball," 
said one parent, "realtime eating together is a matter of historical 
interest in our family." 

We sincerely believe that a good sport experience contributes 
to growing up healthy in today's society. Yet we recognize that 
there are other needs, priorities, and growth-promoting require- 
ments of a happy, healthy childhood. Yes, there is life beyond 
sports! Before family life and mealtime disappear from your house- 
hold, we suggest that you hold a family council with the children, 
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define the goals of youth sports, and then preserve a generous 
number of those valuable weekends, mealtimes, and othn times 
for being together as a family. 

It is equally important tobe alert to the impact of more intense, 
competitive sport participation on the dietary needs of the adoles- 
cent athlete during his or her high school and early college years. 

Scott was sent iu a sports medicine clinic because of a rather rapid 
deterioration in performance with his high scnool swim team. It was early 
in the preseason, and alr*' ^> Scott seemed to be "stale. " He had no spe- 
cific complaints that suggested he might be ill, but he did state that he had 
lost between eleven and thirteen pounds during the first trw months of 
training. His grades in school were great— straight As— but he was get- 
ting very worried about his swim performance. 

Scott was a good swimmer—sta te h igh school champion last year an d 
ranked nationally this year. He had decided to take this year to find out 
just how good he could be. He was swimming up to 20,000 meters a day 
(about twelve miles), doing his academic work, and volunteering two 
evenings a week as a clerk in a storefront health clinic. He "usually" ate 
lunch, seldom ate breakfast, and "got dinner somewhere " every evening. 
Although a very intelligent young man, Scott couldn't (or wouldn't) 
understand why he was losing weight and underperforming. The fact was 
that h is food-energy intake was simply inadequate to meet the very gener- 
ous energy expenditures of his active lifestyle and extremely demanding 
training schedule. 

Food-energy intake insufficient to satisfy the demands of 
growth, training, and daily school activities is the most common 
nutrition-related problem encountered among young athletes. Like 
Scott, many athletes become overcommitted to an extent that their 
lifestyles allow no time for eating. Others come from disorganized 
families in which food is not regularly available or from impover- 
ished homes in which there is no adequate food supply. Whatever 
the reason might be, when energy intake is inadequate to meet the 
needs of the active young male or female athlete, there will be in- 
voluntary weight loss. And it is inevitable that the athlete will ex- 
perience a deterioration in performance. Recorded weighing once 
or twice each week will identify the athlete whose diet is inade- 
quate to meet energy needs. 
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Maintaining a stable desired weight assures that 
food energy intakes are sufficient to satisfy energy 
demands. 



Two groups of athletes most likely *o experience involuntary 
weight loss and poor training performance are swimmers and 
basketball players. These high-energy-expending individuals may 
find that three meals a day plus a generous evening snack are not 
enough to Fdtisfy their energy needs. If a larger diet does not stabi- 
lize competing weight during the seas on and if adding extra meals 
or snacks is unacceptable to the athlete in question, the use of a con- 
venient liquid food can be helpful by providing 500 to 1,000 kilo- 
calories of additional food energy each day. These include products 
such as Exceed® high-energy drink. This is one of the very few le- 
gitimate uses of a Trod supplement in sports. Taking in sufficient 
total food energy is essential in meeting the optimal nutritional 
needs of even the most sophisticated athlete. 

In meeting the energy needs of the active young athlete, one 
should pay attention to the appropriate distribution of energy in- 
take throughout the day. It is not uncommon to encounter athletes 
underperforming in afternoon practice sessions after having eaten 
no breakfast and only catch-as-catch-can lunch from the campus or 
high school corridor vending machine. These a. letes' inability to 
perform between three and five o'clock in the afternoon should 
come as no surprise. The body has very limited ability to store its 
most readily available energy in the form of carbohydrates before 
it is converted to body fat. Body fat is a less efficient source of 
energy, as it must be mobilized from fat deposits and transferred 
to muscle cells before it can serve as an energy source for muscle 
work. Individuals who perform vigorous physical w ork during the 
day have always found regular food-energy intake spaced at inter- 
vals to be essential to good performance. 



A varied diet sufficient in amount to satisfy energy reeds will 
provide all of the essential nutrients the youngathlete needs. Young 
athletes, their coaches, and particularly their parents are continu- 
ally questioning Lhe adequacy of the athlete's diet in providing all 
of those nutrients that are known to be essential for good health 
and athletic performance. Actually, there are approximately sixty 
substances recognized as so-called essential nutrients — substances 
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that must be included in the daily diet. New dietary customs, fast 
foods, meatless diets, and skipped meals all raise questions as to 
whether the young woman or young man active in sports is ade- 
quately satisfying nutritional needs. Many coaches are asking, 
* ^ ^n you really 'do your thing' with a hamburger, fries, and a shake 
on Friday night, a pizza on Saturday, and another fast-food dinner 
another night during the week?" Thirty-five percent of a popula- 
tion of high school varsity basketball players ate their evening meal 
alone thr night before they were interviewed in a recent nutrition 
study. As we've noted before, eating alone is likely to mean that 
you will not eat well. 

Another factor that causes parents and coaches concern is the 
controversy surrounding special diets and dietary supplements. 
Some self-styled nutrition experts claim that without a particular 
"miracle" diet and/or supplement, we all run the risk of being 
cl ronically undernourished. Others promote the healing or em- 
powering properties of certain herbs, remedies, or vitamins. It is 
difficult for the average adult— or adolescent— to sort out those 
claims. For the athlete, such nutritional solutions a^e, in fact, not 
only useless and expensive but perhaps dangerous. It is best to con- 
sult a physician or a legitimate nutriliun scientist if there is real con- 
cern about nutritional needs. 



Applying a simple diet evaluation scheme is the 
athlete's best protection against getting involved 
with useless, expensive, and dangerous 
supplements. 



How the athlete insures the adequacy of his or her diet is im- 
portant and can be the best protection against needless and ex- 
pei^ive nutrient supplements. A simple and effective system of 
diet evaluation can be implemented by any parent or junior or 
senior high school athlete. Simply write down all of the food 
items eaten each day for three or four typical days. Then see if 
there are included in that diet appropriate representations of the 
four food groups that, most of us have learned, are essential to 
good diets. Each day, are there two servings of dairy foods, such 
as milk, cheese, ice cream, or yogurt? Are there two servings of 
high-protein foods, such as meats, fish, poultry, leguines, or 
beans? Are there four servings of fruits or vegetables? Are there 
four servings of grain foods, such as cereals, bread, or roiis? When 
these twelve servings are included in each day's diet, .he athlete 
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and parent can be confident that the intake of all the known es- 
sential nutrients is adequate to meet the needs of the most in- 
tensely training athlete. This diet makes any vitamin, mineral, 
protein, or other food supplement unnecessary. 

Recently two high school athletes were seen in their physician's 
office on successive days with very similar complaints. Both were 
feeling unwell, with marked bone pain «nd severe pounding head- 
aches that !tad kept them awake at night and prevented them from 
attending classes. This unusual combination of symptoms alerted 
the physician to ask whether the students had been taking any vi- 
tamin pPls or supplements. Indeed they had been. Both were can- 
didates for the football team in the upcoming autumn and were 
trying to "bulk up" to increase their weight and potential for 
making the team . They were each taking three cans daily of a liquid 
vitamin-and-protein mixture that was being sold by the coach. 
Laboratory tests demonstrated that they were both suffering from 
vitami. A poisoning, a serious, painful intoxication that takes 
many weeks to get over. Later we will outline safe and effective 
ways to increase playing weight for improved performance in cer- 
tain sports. These do not include taking expensive and potentially 
dangerous protein-and-vitamin supplements unless prescribed by 
a physician. 



For the active, healthy young athlete vitamin, 
protein, mineral, 2nd amino acid supplements are 
useless, needlessly expensive, and potentially 
dangerous. 
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The athlete's diet that contains twelve servings with appropri- 
ate represer^aMor, from the four food groups makes supplements 
unnecessary but won't meet the energy needs of the athlete. This 
basic four-food-group ciet must be supplemented with second 
servings and preference toods tc meet what may be very generous 
energy requirern?nts. 

• A good rule to follow is to eat first what you need 
(the twelve servings from the four food groups), then 
eat what you want to satisfy energy d* nands. 

• A second rule is that if and when your diet is so 
inadequate that you need ? vitamin or protein 
supple rient, you don't need a supplement; you need 
a better diet. The athlete can lever compete on a diet 
of pills and poviers. 



9o 



Parents' Complete Guide to Youth Sports 



89 



Meeting the Athlete's Need for Water and Salt 

In addition to the athlete's unique need for increased intake of 
food energy to meet the demands of training and competing, 
another specific need of the athlete is replacement of the water lost 
in sweating. A large young athlete can lose ten or more pounds of 
water during an intense practice session. Basketball players in an 
air-conditioned gym were recently found to be losing four to six 
pounds of body water during a typical high school practice. Re- 
placing these losses is critical both to continued good performance 
and avoidance of serious heat disorders, such as cramps, heat ex- 
haustion, and heat stroke. Body water is involved in several func- 
tions critical to performance. The body's chemical processes that 
provide the energy for muscle work go on in water. All of the trans- 
port functions of oxygen, nutrients, and body wastes are carried on 
in body water. Of most importance to the exercising athlete is the 
Tact that the large amount of heat generated by exercising muscles 
is transported by water in the blood to the skin, where water is es- 
sential for the production of sweat. Body heat is dissipated most 
efficiently through the evaporation of sweat on exposed skin sur- 
faces. An abundant supply of body wi.ler, first to transport muscle- 
generated heat and then to produce the sweat needed for 
evaporative cooling, is the best insurance a 6 ainst the complications 
of heat cramps, heat exhaustion, and life-threatening heat stroke. 




Water breaks are an important safety measure. 
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Losses of body water of as little as 2 percent of total body 
weight (three pounds for a 150-pound athlete, for example) will 
cause a very noticeable decrease in Performance. With such water 
loss, energy production is compromised and endurance is limited. 
Preventing excessive body-water deficits by fluid intake prior to 
exercise and at intervals during exercise will contribute meas- 
urably to performance. 

Early one September Monday morning, the telephone in the sports 
medicine clinic rang. On the line were a father, a mother, and a sixteen- 
year-old daughter, each on his or ha own telephone extension. The daugh- 
ter was a nationally ranked junior tennis champion wlw had just been 
defeated in the Midwest tennk championships played in St. Louis the pre- 
ceding weekend. She had repeatedly defeated the person to whom she had 
lost the championship, but on this particular Sunday she faded badly as 
the match progressed. 

This had been a most disappointing performance. In the opinion of 
her father, the tennis player iiad not eaten right, and he had decided that 
she should be "tail ed to" about her diet. Mother wondered if she should 
be taking more vitamins. Neither concern would appear to have caused 
her to blow a particular tennis match. You don't get to the Midwest cham- 
pionship finals if you are suffering from malnutrition. 

\ vfe asked the daughter to run upstairs and weigh herself. She came 
back to report that some sixteen hours after her disastrous match, she 
weighedeight or nine pounds less than her normal pretournament weight. 
Playing in the heat of a St. lows September weekend, she had not moni- 
tored her needs for water, had lost more than ten pounds of body water, 
had become dehydrated, and had underperformed. She admitted to a rather 
severe, throbbing headache and feeling faint for several hours after the 
match, an early symptom of impending heat exhaustion. 

Biochemists and exercise scientists have stuuied the nature of 
sweat and have come up with some very interesting and important 
findings fcr the athlete. Sweat is a very dilute body fluid when com- 
pared to other body fluids. It contains less than one-third the con- 
centration of salts that blood plasma contains, for example. It is 
interesting that the better conditioned the athlete, the mort dilute 
and watery the sweat. When athletes sweat, they lose much more 
water than salt. 
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Sweating results in an increase in the concentration 
of the body's salts and minerals. 



Other interesting things that have been learned about sweat is 
that women have fewer sweat glands and produce less sweat than 
mtn. They have greater skin surface area for every pound of body 
weight, however, and unlike men, they dissipate more of the heat 
generated in exercise by convection and conduction from the skin 
than by evaporation. In contrast to what was thought some years 
ago, women tolerate exercise in the heat as well as men. 

Prior to the onse* of adolescence, children do not produce 
sweat efficiently. They have a limited capacity for evaporative heat 
loss from their bodies during exercise. However, it has been shown 
that they make a very early psychological adjustment to exertion 
in the heat, not noticing it as much as older individuals, even 
though their bodies' mechanisms for dissipating heat are po^ ' r 
developed. This puts the youngathlete at increased risk to heat ex- 
haustion. Preventing heat disorders in very young athletes is an in- 
creasing concern as large numbers of preadolescent sport 
participants hnd themselves exercising in competitive situations in 
the heat of summer and early autumn. These very young athletes 
must have their practices and competitions modified or re- 
scheduled during hot weather and have their fluid needs and the 
intensity of play carefully monitored. These most amateur of par- 
ticipants will be the last to know when they are at risk to heat ex- 
haustion or even heat stroke. The preadolescent child is relatively 
new to the world of team competition and training. 



The increased risk of heat exhaustion of very young 
athletes demands the attention of parents and 
coaches. 



Water is the ideal beverage for replacing the fluid losses of the 
sweating athlete. The water shouid be refrigerator temperature, 
copious in amount, and provided in a hygienic container. So-called 
athlete drinks or sport drinks present several problems for the ath- 
lete losing body water through sweat. Sport drinks contain a 
variety of salts that, when added to the body, only increase the al- 
ready elevated salt concentration of the dehydrated athlete. The 
concentration of salts and the masking sugar flavor cause these 
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beverages to leave the stomach slowly, producing a sense of full- 
ness and satiety. This actually discourages the athlete from taking 
in much-needed water. In addition, in the intense emotional en- 
vironment of competition, all senses become heightened, making 
the distinctive flavor of certain beverages unpleasant and dis- 
couraging the intake of water. 

With no such disadvantages, water remains a wonderfully in- 
expensive, ideal beverage for replacing the water losses of sweat. 
Every old sailor knows that you dcn't maintain hydration by drink- 
ing saltwater, but American merchandisers have sold salty water 
in pretty orange and green bottles to millions of athletes. 

Athletes can ver y effectively monitor their needs for water re- 
placement by recognizing that any weight that is lost in a period of 
a few hours or even a few days is essentially all water weight. With 
a pound of fat the equivalent of 3,500 kilocalories of energy, and 
the energy expenditure to run one mile approximately one 
hundred calories, it is apparent that any sudden changes in weight 
are not due to a significant change in the body's fat content. Nude 
weighing before and after each game or tournament match and 
drinking sufficient water to maintain a stable pretournament 
weight are highly desirable practices. During daily or twice-daily 
practices of any sport in warm, humid weather, it is recommended 
that all athletes record a nude weight before and after each prac- 
tice. This is the surest way to becertain that fluid losses are replaced 
between practice sessions. 

Tasting the salt in the perspiration running off the fevered brow 
during exercise obviously generates some real concern on the part of 
the athlete as to how these salt losses are to be replaced. Thus, many 
athletes are impressed with the much-promoted salt- and electrolyte- 
containing sport drinks. Fortunately, there has been some very 
elaborate research on this at outstanding exercise-physiology labora- 
tories, such as Ball State University labs, and in the United States 
Department of Agri iture's Trace Metal Research Laboratory. These 
recent investigations document that all ofV.ie salt and mineral losses of 
the most profusely sweating athleteare abundantly replaced by the elements 
in the generous mixed diet of the exercising athlete. The kidneys sort out 
what of this dietary intake is needed for replacement of sweat losses 
and what can be excreted as waste into the urine. Taking extra min- 
erals in drinks or salt tablets only taxes the body's normal mecha- 
nisms for maintaining a healthy mineral balance. Particularly 
threatening is the use of salt tablets, which athletes often take indis- 
criminately. A recent football heat-stroke victim was found to have 
fourteen salt tablets in his stomach on X-ray examination— salt that 
only accentuated the consequences of his severe dehydration. 
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Clean, cool water is the ideal beverage for athletes. 



Young athletes should drink lots of clean, cool water. Eight to 
ten ounces drunk immediately before practice or a training run 
delays the adverse effects of copious sweat los« In hot weather, 
coaches should schedule water breaks every twenty-five minutes 
and make generous amounts of water readily available to the ath- 
letes. Distance runners should drink water at each water stop 
during a race, and water intake should be scheduled by trainers or 
coaches during day-long meets, such as track events, gymnastic 
competitions, and wrestling tournaments. If the weather is warm 
and the competition particularly demanding, repeated nude 
weighing can give further assurance that the risks and handicaps 
of dehydration are 1 eing avoided. 

Eating Before and During Competition 

Theannals of sports are replete with stories about pregame eat- 
ing experiences that turned certain defeat into glorious victory. 
Soon after joining the sports medicine clinic at the University of 
Washington, one of us was asked by a young track star, "Say, Doc, 
why is pizza such a fast food?" The response he got—complete ig- 
norance of why pizza is a "fast" food, or even that it had ever been 
known to make people run fast— cost medical science some credi- 
bility in the eyes of this speedy quarter-miler. In the not-too-distant 
past, some local runntir had enjoyed a large intake of pizza and ran 
the best race of his career. Others merely put two and two together, 
and to the satisfaction of the pizza-parlor operator and a few sub- 
sequent generations of runners at this school, pizza became a fast 
food. The pizza was traditionally eaten at one particular estab- 
lishment (not the best in the area) on Fridays before every Saturday 
track meet and was actually eaten by all of the believers in complete 
silence! 



The psychological impact of the pregame meal 
should not be minimized or ignored. 



The pregame meal can serve the needs of the athlete and the 
team to exploit the very real emotional impact of food and eating 
together. In planning the pregame meal, you should keep in mind 
the most important thing: that it should be planned. A well- 
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planned eating experience tells athletes that they are being well 
prepared to handle their responsibilities in the upcoming competi- 
tion. 

Here are guidelines for planning the pregame meal for an 
athlete or a team: 

• Locate a suitable place where the team or athletes can 
be together and can concentrate on the upcoming 
competition. 

• Include in the menu any food that the athletes 
"know" will make them win. 

• The meal is best if it is low in fat, modest in protein, 
and high in carbohydrate. 

• The meal should be modest in amount. 

• The menu should avcid those foods that carry a 
greater-than-usual risk of food poisoning, such as 
cream gravies, turkey, and cream pastries. 

• Fatty foods leave the stomach slowly and thus should 
be eaten five or more hours before a competitive 
event. 

Having had nothing to eat for several hours, many athletes will 
play "hungry." Coaches and athletes should all learn the old rule, 
Saturday's game is played on Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday's food 
intake. The pregame meal is not the time to try to provide all of the 
energy for some high-energy-expending competition, 



A big steak dinner is a poor choice as a pregame 
meal. 



A very simple pregame menu that can be arranged in any com- 
mercial eating establishment, is not expensive, and can be eaten 
two and a half to three hours before the game inclu' s the 
following: 

• Lean beef or chicken sandwiches 

• Pitchers of fruit punch or fruit juice 
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• A large Jell-0 salad 

Generous servings of sherbet and cake or cookies 

As young athletes become increasingly serious about their 
sport commitments, there are those who direct their precompeti- 
tion anxieties to their stomachs and upper gastrointestinal tracts. 
They may experience precompetition diarrhea or be pregame 
vomiters. These delightfully intense individuals can profit by being 
introduced to complete liquid pregame meals. Products such as 
Exceed® come in small cans, which can be chilled and sipped up 
to an hour or twe before game time. Certain athletes find these pro- 
ducts the answer to food intake during day-long competition, such 
as track meets, gymnastics competitions, and wrestling tourna- 
ments. 

Special attention should be given to the food needs of the team 
of young athletes away fron home, those who are spending an eve- 
ning in a motel between episodes of competition. These young 
people are at considerable risk for gastronomical disasters and 
compromised performance the following day. It is as important to 
plan evening eating as it is to plan all mealtime food intake. Sher- 
bet and cookies make a good high-carbohydrate evening snack. By 
providing such refreshments, the coach or manager may keep the 
athletes away from vending machines and fast-food estab- 
lishments and make a positive contribution to the energy taken into 
the next day's game. 

Special N .ritional Needs of the High School Athlete 

As young men and women begin to make their serious com- 
mitment to sports during their high school years, they encounter 
nutrition and training procedures designed specifically to optimize 
their potential for performance in a given sport. At the high school 
level, the most common procedures are cutting weight for partici- 
pation in strength or weight-matched sports, building up (increas- 
ing body weight), and loading up on glycogen for endurance 
sports. All these practices can be safe when properly carried out 
and can contribute to the participant's success and enjoyment in 
the sport. The team physician, family physician, or professional 
nutritionist may be called upon to initiate these special nutrition 
practices in the young, growing athlete. 

Weight Control in Sports 

Many late-maturing small individuals are attracted to inter- 
scholastic wrestling because the competitors in this sport are 
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matched on a weight basis and the small size of the individual is 
not a handicap. In addition to small late maturers in the lower 
weight classes, many young men weighing 120 to 150 pounds who 
are too small to be competitive in football or basketball find wrest- 
ling an attractive winter sport. In fact, there is a disproportionate 
number of participants in the weight classes between 120 and 145 
pounds, so competition for varsity positions at these weight classes 
may be very intense. The wrestlers often try to manipulate their 
weights to compete in a weight class in which they think they may 
have the best chance of being on the first team. This can lead to ser- 
ious abuses, such as fluid restriction, starvation, and use of diuretic 
pills and cathartics. 



The goal for most effective participation in a 
weight-matched sport is to take into competition the 
maximum amount of strength, endurance, and 
quickness for every pound of body weight. 



The athlete should go into competition with a minimal level of 
fatness compatible with optimal fitness. The estimated minimal- 
fatness level of 5 to 7 percent of body weight satisfies this goal and 
has been found to be the level of fatness of high-performing 




Weight control should be based upon safe and sound methods. 
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wrestlers and other elite athletes in weight-matched sports. It is rec- 
ommended that every candidate for the wrestling team have his 
body fat estimated six to eight weeks before the competing season 
begins. When the athlete knows what his fatness level is, he can cal- 
culate what his competing weight would be at 5 to 7 percent body 
fat He then knows that he can be most competitive at that weight, 
allowing three to four pounds for growth during the season. Most 
candidates have excess fat that must be lost to reach their desired 
competing weights. This can be done by inci easing their energy ex- 
penditures with after-school, preseason conditioning and by lim- 
iting their diets to no less than 2,000 calories each day The rate of 
fatness loss should be no greater than two or three pounds per 
week. Thus it is essential to initiate the program well before the 
competing season. There is no way in which fat can be reduced rapidly 
without sacrificing normal growth and , sducing muscle. 

In certain strength-related sports, such as men's gymnastics 
and figure skating, fat in excess of the minimum compatible with 
optimal fitness will hinder performance. As in wrestling, estimat- 
ing fatness and reducing it with modest diet reductions and in- 
creased energy expenditure at a carefully controlled rate will be 
compatible with good performance and good health. 

"Bulking Up" for Sport 

Each year hundreds of thousands of young adolescents try to 
increase their body weight and size to increase their potential for 
sport performance. In a study of forty-eight varsity football play- 
ers in four different high schools, more than two-thirds of them had 
used special diets, drugs, and supplements to try to increase body 
weight at some time during their high school careers. The young 
person trying to increase body size for a sport needs professional 
supervision by a physician who appreciates the sincere commit- 
ment of the athlete and the importance of his or her concern with 
body size. 

An interested physician can play a critical role in a young per- 
son's weight-gaining efforts by estimating maturity status and 
growth potential and recoir mending safe and effective methods 
for gain in muscle weight. The athlete must realize that only an in- 
crease in muscle mass will increase his or her potential as an ath- 
lete. Simply getting fatter will accomplish nothing and may 
threaten later health. 
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Only muscle work will increase muscle size and 
muscle mass. There is no hormone, vitamin, protein, 
or nutritional supplement that will increase muscle 
tissue. 



The athlete trying to gain weight must follow a professionally 
supervised weight-training program of muscle work and must in- 
gest the increased amount of food needed to support the increased 
growth of new muscle. This diet should be one low in cholesterol 
and saturated fats, limited in salt, and high in fiber content. (The 
American Heart Association has excellent instructions for diets of 
this type.) A diet for weight-gaining purposes in high school can 
be a very positive nutrition-education experience for young ath- 
letes and their families. In our experience, a conscientious high 
school athlete can gain as much as one to one and one-half pounds 
a week v r ith a well-supervised program and a high degree of en- 
thusiastic compliance. 

Glycogen Loading for the Endurance Athlete 

Relatively few young athletes at the junior or senior high school 
level become involved in competitio; ; that are positively influenced 
by so-called glycogen loading, or supercompensation. Long-distance 
cross-country skiing and marathon running are classic examples of 
sports in which maximizing the concentration of muscle starch — 
glycogen— enhances the athlete's performance. Muscle glycogen 
concentrations are maximized by vigorously exercising the muscles 
used in the sport event for three or four days while maintaining a 
controlled amount of carbohydrate in the diet. The resulting deple- 
tion of glycogen in the muscle stimulates muscle enzymes to over- 
compensate the level of glycogen that is retained in the muscle when 
the athlete then takes in a high-carbohydraie diet. While ingesting 
the high-caibohydrate diet, the athlete must reduce the intensity of 
the training for four days prior to the competition. Glycogen loading 
is a very demanding regime and appropriate only for seriously com- 
mitted athletes in true endurance events. 
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CHAPTER 6 
SPORT INJURIES: 
When the Colors of Sports 
Are Black and Blue 



Fortunately, serious injuries are not common in sports. This is 
particularly true for athletes less than fourteen years of age. Their 
small size and limited strength and aggressiveness, combined with 
safety rules and adult supervision, help minimizes the risk of sig- 
nificant injury. Sport injuries become more common in high school, 
where the intensity of competition increases along with the size and 
strength of the participants. These older and stronger athletes are 
more capable of causing injury to themselves and to their op- 
ponents. 

Happily, regardless of age, most athletes will not suffer serious 
sport injuries, and when properly managed, injuries will limit 
training and competition for ro more than a few days. Because re- 
sponsibility for the recognition and management of sport-related 
injuries often falls on parents, there is some essential information 
that you should have about their nature and treatment. 

What Is a Sport Injury? 

The sore muscles Dad suffered the morning after a three-hour 
volleyball game at last summer's office picnic is not technically a 
sport injury. Those hurts are merely Nature's way of telling Dad 
that he should probably do some regular physical exercise. There 
are certain symptoms, however, that indicate a true sport injury 
and should be recognized as such by the athlete, the coach, and the 
parent. These include: 

• Bleeding 

• Ment?l confusion or loss of consciousness 

• Numbness or tingling of an extremity 
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• A recognizable deformity of any body part 

• Instability of any joint, such as a knee that "wobbles" 

• The sound of tearing or ripping at the time of injury 

• Localized swelling or pain 

• Absence of a full range of motion of any joint 

An individual with any of these symptoms should not return 
to play or practice - ntil a very specific diagnosis of the nature of 
the injury has been made and the symptoms of injury have 
completely disappeared. Any of these injuries can easily be made 
worse by continued participation. Unable to move normally and 
protect themselves when injured, athletes with any of these symp- 
toms are at high risk to a new injury. 



The most common sport-related injuries are the 
so-called overuse injuries, the too-much, too-soon, 
too-fast injuries. 



Overuse injuries result from the improper or excessive use of 
some body part, most often tendons and muscles. Overuse injuries 
are often identified with certain sports or types of activities. There 
is the jogger 's heel, the jumper's knee, the tennis elbow, the swim- 
mer's shoulder, the Little League elbow, and so on. All are the re- 
sult of overuse of a specific muscle or tendon unit in training for a 
certain sport. 

In collision sports, such as football, wrestling, ice hockey, and 
'acrosse, the most common injuries are bumps, bruises, and lacera- 
tions. In both collision and running sports, muscles, tendons, and 
ligaments can be stretched or torn in strains and sprains, although 
most of these possible injuries tend to be minor ones. 

The injured athlete or the parents of the youth sport participant 
must assume primary responsibility for the proper inanagement of 
a sport injury, initiating and following a safe and effective manage- 
ment plan that will assure the athlete's return to participation as 
quickly and as safely as possible. Prompt treatment and effective 
follow-through on a sound treatment plan are most important. 
Postponing care or failing to follow the prescribed treatment plan 
will prolong discomfort, hamper performance, and greatly in- 
crease the risk of reinjury. 
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Athletes should be told to inform their coach or trainer about 
any injury immediately so that they can be promptly treated and 
returned to the game or practice as soon as possible. Attempting to 
tough it c it and play through pain can harm both the athlete and 
the te; n. It is better to stay out of practice for two or three days 
while an inuiry is being properly treated and retun* to action only 
when fully recovered. 

Things Not to Do If Injured in Sport 

Here are some important don'ts to emphasize to your young 
athlete: 



Don 't try to hide an injury. Report the injury to the 
coach or trainer. 

Don't apply treatment other than simple first aid until 
a specific diagnosis has been made by the trainer or a 
doctor. 

Don't apply heat to an injury without orders from the 
doctor. A widely held but mistaken belief is that heat 
helps a new injury. As we'll see, it can actually make 
things worse rather than better. 

Don 't use an injured part if it hurts. More pain means 
more injury. 

Don 't take any drugs unless they are prescribed by a 
physician. 

Don '<* tape or splint an injured part without specific 
instructions from a doctor. 

Don 't go back to practice or competition until you 
have a full range of motion, full strength (both sides 
are equally strong), and full function of the injured 
part. 



These don'ts should be modified only under the direct orders 
of a physician or a certified trainer (not a volunteer or student 
trainer). The quickest and safest way to get back into active parti- 
cipation is to limit activity as long as there is any pain or swelling, 
then to follow rigidly the prescribed rehabilitation program, which 
will include a schedule of specifically planned exercises. In special 
ized sports medicine clinics, the patient problem most frequently 
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seen is the athlete with an inadequately rehabilitated sport injury 
who returned to his sport and was reinjured. In a recent large study 
of high school football injuries, 50 percent of those injured were re- 
injured when they returned to participation — a sad commentary 
on injury management. 

Things to Do When Injured 

The athlete's first responsibility when injured is to get ou> ->f 
the game or practice. Continued participation may make the injury 
worse and may place the athlete at increased ri Jc to another injury. 
A healthy substitute is better for the team than an injured all-star. 

When leaving the field or court, the athlet ; should ,'ivoid using 
the injured part. The player should support an Injured arm or wrist 
(with a sling if possible) and get support so he or she won't walk 
on an injured leg or ankle. 



Never apply heat to a sport injury unless it is 
ordered by a physician. 



Promptly apply the only first-aid treatment that is safe for 
treatment of a sport injury without professional advice— ICE (I for 
ice, C for compression, and E for elevation). The ICE treatment is 




ICE— Ice, Compression, and Elevation— are safe and effective methods 
for dealing with injuries. 
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easily applied and easily available on the sidelines at games and 
practices. All that is needed are plastic bags (from the supermarket 
produce counter), crushed ice (from a nearby drive-in or school 
cafeteria), and a picnic cooler, which holds the bags of crushed ice 
and some wet four-inch elastic bandages. 

To apply the ICE treatment remove any part of the uniform 
that surrounds the injured are', and elevate the arm or leg above 
the level of the heart. Apply one layer of the cold, wet elastic band- 
age on the skin directly over the injury, put the plastic bag of ice on 
the bandage, and firmly wrap the remainder of the bandage around 
the bag of ice. Keep the ice and the compression wrap on the ele- 
vated, immobilized injury for twenty-five to thirty minutes. As 
long as there is pain and/or swelling, keep the injury elevated. 
Avoid standing or walking on a painful leg or ankle before or after 
the ice application. ICE treatment for twenty-five to thirty minutes 
may be applied four or more times a day for a few days following 
an injury. If pain or swelling persists, see a physician. 

When a girl sprains her ankle in a basketball game and its 
supporting ligaments are stretched and torn, or when a wide re- 
ceiver strains and ruptures the fibers of a hamstring muscle, a 
sequence of events occurs that is common to ali cuch sport injuries: 
Blood vessels are damaged and some will break, allowing blood 
and fluid to accumulate in the injured area. This causes increased 
pressure, swelling, and pain, and the pressure and swelling cause 
further damage and injury to the surrounding tissues. 

This reaction of the body to injury has a protective function as 
well. The pain of the initial injury causes the muscles of the injured 
area to go into further painful spasms. This limits movement and 
discourages the use of the injured area, thereby preventing further 
injury. 

The ICE treatment helps in three important ways: 

• First, applying ice chills the bruised or injured area, 
causing blood vessels to contract and reducing 
circulation to the injured area — quite the opposite of 
what heat applications might do. 

• Second, app* o ^suv — ith the elastic bandage 
inhibits thi ajr tion o *>lood and fluids in the 



swelling. 

• Finaily '^=>P j the injury decreases fluid 

accumulat • . *n the injured area, puts the area at rest, 
and helps reduce painful muscle spasms. 



area, their* «r nar- .. t /. ( ■ 



nful and damaging 
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When applied promptly and repeatedly, ICE treatments signif- 
icantly reduce the discomfort and period of limited activity result- 
ing from an injury. Almost anything else — including heat 
applications— can cause harm in some instances. 



When properly applied, ICE treatments can do no 
harm to any type of injury. 



The story of Mark, a guard on a basketball team for thirteen- 
and fourteen-year-olds, is a case in point. He was playing in a city- 
wide postseason tournament when in the middle of the third 
quarter, he broke free for a lay-up. As he came down from the 
basket, his foot came down on the foot of the trailing opponent. He 
fell heavily, with his weight on the outer edge of his foot. It col- 
lapsed under him, painfully stretching and tearing portions of the 
ligaments on the outside of his left ankle. 

The physician in attendance at the tournament examined the 
ankle, diagnosed a moderately severe sprain, and determined that 
an X-ray examination wasn't needed at the time. A volunteer 
trainer properly equipped with plastic ice bags and chilled, wet 
elastic bandages applied ice and compression to the injured ankle 
and had Mark elevate the ankle on an upper bleacher during the 
remainder of the game. 

At the end of the game, supported by his teammates, Mark 
showered and was driven home, where thirty-minute ICE treat- 
ments were applied three more times before bedtime. A suitcase 
was used to elevate the foot of Mark's bed while he slept. (A pil- 
low under the ankle is not recommended; it only stays in place for 
about the first three nriutes of sleep.) 

Mark remained at i.ome watching the NCAA basketball cham- 
pionships with his father during the weekend. He used crutches 
rented from a local pharmacy for essential movements and applied 
the ICE treatment every three hours for thirty minutes. On Monday 
he used the crutches to go to school, applied the ICE treatment in 
the nurse's office during his two free periods, and checked in with 
his physician after school. By now there remained only slight swel- 
ling and some discoloration around the injured ankle. Mark could 
walk without pain. He was not allowed "essential walking" with- 
out crutches and began a series of progressive muscle- 
strengthening exercises. 
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The spring soccer season was to start in three weeks, and thus 
Mark was conscientious about his rehabilitation program. By doing 
the ankle-strengthening exercises three times each day, he was able 
to begin jogging in a week, to do full running in two weeks, and to 
cut and do sharp turns in three weeks. Mark was able to work out 
with his soccer team in time. He had also learned how to wrap his 
ankle and was advised to do so when exercising for the next year. 

Although it took nearly a month, this was an excellent recovery 
from a moderately severe ankle sprain — a very common injury. 
The rapid and complete recovery was the result of repeated use of 
the ICE treatment, support and crutches to avoid further injury to 
the area, and the program of rehabilitation exercises. Mark's future 
participation in sports will not be limited by the persistent weak 
ankle that so many athletes complain of. 

Preventing Sport Injuries 

Everyone involved in youth sports should constantly seek 
practical ways to minimize the risk of sport injury. Here are some 
things parents, program directors, and athletes can do to reduce 
the risk of injury: 

• Assure that competition is between persons with similar 
levels of proficiency, maturity, size, and strength. This is 
particularly important in the collision sports, where the 
risk of injury is greatest. The less-skilled and smaller 
players get more than their share of injuries in such 
sports. 

• Be sure that athletes are at appropriate levels of 
conditioning before they turn out for practice or attempt 
vigorous competition. A good idea for athletes is to talk 
to the coach two or three months prior to the first 
workouts and get suggestions for a preseason 
conditioning program. The unconditioned athlete gets 
injured early in the season, sometimes seriously. 

• Be certain that protective equipment is available and 
used. Protective equipment has been developed and 
provided for good reasons. Be sure it fits, that it doesn't 
need repair, and that it is used properly. 

• Most sports are played on the feet. Be certain that shoes 
and socks fit and that socks are clean and without holes. 
Many troublesome foot problems can be prevented. 
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• Don't wear jewelry in active sports. Neck jewelry can be 
dangerous; rings can produce serious finger injury by 
getting caught in basket nets, uniforms, and so on. 

• Practice good hygiene. Skin infections are common 
among athletes and can keep an athlete out of training for 
a week or more of expensive treatment. They can also 
spread to other team members. Showering with an 
antibacterial soap daily is a good practice to reduce the 
risk of skin infections. Keep all uniforms laundered and 
clean. 

• Fingernails should always be trimmed shorter than the 
tip of the finger to prevent painful scratches and 
potentially serious eye injuries. This is especially 
important in basketball. 

• Never play with a fever. Otherwise mild, common viral 
infections can become serious illnesses following a hard 
workout or game. Stay home; the risk of passing an 
infection on to other team members should always be 
avoided. A good rule is that with fever over 100 degrees, 
stay home and get well. 

• Whether at a school, playground, or community 
gymnasium, take a minute to be sure that anything a 
player may run into or get injured from is well away 
from the playing area. Bicycles, automobile*, benches, 
lawn mowers, sprinklers, scorers' tables, and other 
obstacles can all cause serious injuries. 

Be Prepared for an Emergency 

Most injuries occurring in sports are minor, but on very rare 
occasions, serious, life-threatening injuries occur. These emergen- 
cies usually have to be managed on the scene before any medical 
help is available. In professionally supervised school sports, at 
practice and during games, the coach or trainer will be responsible 
for a plan of action to be followed in an emergency. In the commu- 
nity sport programs in which most children participate or at unsu- 
pervised pickup games, there will be no professionally trained 
coach or trainer on hand. 

In these situations we strongly recommend that volunteer 
coaches, parents, and athletes over the age of twelve do one thing 
before getting involved any further in sports. Get certified in CPR 
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(cardiopulmonary resuscitation). CPR training is available through 
the American Red Cross, local fire departments, schools, or Boy 
Scout programs. 



Training in CPR teaches the simple life-saving 
techniques that can keep a seriously injured athlete 
alive until emergency medical help arrives. 



An accident or injury to an athlete that results in any of the fol- 
lowing symptoms presents a serious emergency that demands the 
skills of CPR training and prompt medical assistance: 

• Not breathing 

• Unconscious 

• Bleeding 

• In shock— particularly during hot weather 

Injured athletes in these conditions can die before medical as- 
sistance arrives on the scene if someone isn't prepared to initiate 
thoughtful action. 

Before you as a parent attend your daughter's or son's next 
game or practice, or before you as a young athlete start that pickup 
game with your friends, take ten seconds and think through exactly 
how you would get emergency help if one of those very rare but 
life-threatening injuries should occur. 

You must know the answers to the following questions: 

• Where is there a telephone? 

• Who has the coins to make it work? 

• Whom do you call for help? 

• What is the location of the field or gym? 

• Will the emergency vehicle be able to get on the field? If 
there is a locked gate, who has the key? 

If you don't know these things, you may be helpless when the 
crisis occurs. Someone's son or daughter or teammate could die be- 
cause no one was prepared for the unexpected. 
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Earlier we listed some important don'ts for sport injuries in 
general. The following recommendations are even more critical be- 
cause of the life-threatening nature of some serious injuries: 

• Don't move an unconscious player any more than needed 
forCPR. 

• Don 't move any player who can't move all four 
extremities freely. 

• Don't remove the helmet from an unconscious player. 
You may seriously compound a possible injury to the 
spine. 

• Don't use ammonia capsules to attempt to revive the 
player who may be unconscious or "dinged." They can 
complicate a neck or spine injury and may cause face and 
eye burns. 

Steve and his friends were to be the stalwarts of this year 's local Babe 
Ruth baseball team. They decided to get together for an informal Satur- 
day afternoon game the week before practice was to begin. Shortly after 
the game started, Steve raced for second base and slid headfirst toward the 
bag. As he slid, his left arm caught on the base and his legs became tan- 
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Severe injuries demand immediate medical attention. 
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gled with the feet of the second baseman, whowas covering the bag. Steve's 
back bent in a severe arch. He heard a crack and felt an excruciating pain. 
As his teammates gathered around, hecriedout that he couldn't move his 
legs. Brad, the catcher, took charge and ordered that no one move or even 
touch Steve. Brad ran to the bench, openedhis gear bag, and took out a 
card and a twenty-five-cent piece he had taped inside: He ran to the tele- 
phone booth at the parking lot. Depositing the quarter, he dialed 91 1 and 
reported the following: There has been an injury at the baseball diamond 
in Seahurst Park at Fifteenth and Collins streets. A player has hurt his 
back and can f t move his legs. " 

In less than five minutes, medics were on the field. Steve was moved 
by expert medical-aid personnel and within minutes was in the hospital 
and being taken care of by specialists. Steve had broken a bone in his back, 
but his legs were not permanently paralyzed. He actually played the last 
four games of the season. 

Lots of people say that Steve was very lucky. But Brad, Steve, 
Steve's parents, and his doctors know that luck had little to do with 
it. Someone — Brad — knew what to do and was prepared to do it. 
Steve was lucky all right— lucky that Brad was there, for the spe- 
cialist told Steve's parents that he could easily have been paralyzed 
if he had been moved incorrectly. 



Never encourage an athlete to play with pain. 



Much of the fun and satisfaction of sport participation comes 
from extending oneself to maximum effort. Such stresses may on 
occasion result in injury. Although most injuries are not serious, 
they do interfere temporarily with one's ability to compete and can 
result in more serious injuries if not cared for properly. Know how 
to manage the more common, less severe injuries that will be 
brought home by young athletes. Don't let them become more 
severe than need be or lead to a needlessly prolonged period of 
disability. 
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CHAPTER 7 
ATHLETIC STRESS: 
Developing Coping Skills 
Through Sports 



Sport participation places both physical and psychological de- 
mands on athletes. From youth leagues to the professional level, 
athletes are forced to cope with the stresses that arise from compet- 
ing head-on with others in activities that are important to the ath- 
letes and to others, such as parents, coaches, and peers. Some 
athletes learn to cope successfully with these stresses, and for them 
sports are enjoyable and challenging. Others who are unable to 
cope find sport participation to be a stressful and threatening ex- 
perience. 

There is no question that people differ in their ability to cope 
successfully with stressful situations. Such differences result pri- 
marily from the attitudes and coping skills that are learned during 
the childhood and adolescent years. Athletics can be an important 
arena in which such skills are learned. In a sense, the athletic expe- 
rience can be a sort of laboratory for trying out and mastering ways 
of dealing with stress. 

Through their athletic experiences, youngsters can develop 
attitudes, beliefs, and coping skills that carry over into other areas 
of their lives. Childhood is the best time to learn stress-manage- 
ment skills, and in this chapter we are concerned with what you as 
a parent can do to help in this process. 

What Is Stress? 

Before discussing ways of reducing stress, we need to explore 
what we mean by stress. An examination of what stress is should 
give us some clues on how to cope successfully with it. 

We typically use the term stress in two different but related 
ways. First, we use the term to refer to situations in our lives that 
place physical or psychological demands on us. Family conflicts, 
work pressures, or school problems are examples of events that 
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might cause us to say that "there is a lot of stress in my life right 
now." 

The second way in which we use the term is to refer to our men- 
tal, emotional and behavioral responses to these demanding situa- 
tions. Worry, anger, tension, or depression are examples of such 
reactions, as are loss of appetite, sleep difficulties, and inability to 
get one' s mind off the problem. We are referring to such reactions 
when we say, "I'm feeling a lot cf stress right now." 

In the accompanying figure, we present an analysis of stress 
that takes both the situation and the person's reactions into 
account. As you can see, four major elements are involved. 



The Nature of Stress 



Situation 
(Demands 
vs 

Resources) 



Mental appraisal 

• of situation 

• of resources 

• of consequences ~ 
and their "meaning" 



Physical 
arousal 



Coping 
Behaviors 



The first element is the external situation that is making some 
sort of physical or psychological demand on the person. Typically 
we view our emotions as being directly triggered by these "pres- 
sure" situations, as shown in such statements as "He makes me 
furious when he says that" or 'The kids drove me nuts today" This, 
however, is not the case. The tnif emotional triggers are not in the 
external situation; they are in ou blinds. Situations in and of them- 
selves have no meaning to us until we appraise them, which is the 
second element of stress. Through the process of appraisal, we per- 
ceive and give meaning to situations. This evaluation process has 
several parts. 



• First of all, we appraise the nature of the situation and 
the demands it is placing upon as. 

• At the same time we appraise the resources that we have 
to deal with it. We judge, in other words, how capable we 
are of coping with the situation. 
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• We also judge the probable consequences of coping or 
failing to cope with the situation and the meaning oi 
those consequences for us. 

The emotional responses that we call stress are likely tc occur 
when we view ourselves as incapable of coping with a high- 
demand situation that has potentially harmful consequences for us. 
In response to such appraisals, our body instantaneously mobilizes 
itself to deal with the emergency, and we experience physiological 
arousal, the third element of stress. This inborn fight-or-flight re- 
sponse involves a general arousal of the body. Heart rate increases, 
blood is rushed to the muscles, blood pressure and muscle tension 
increase, perspiration may occur, and so on. All of us are familiar 
with the way our body becomes aroused when we perceive that 
we are threatened or in danger. 



The stress response includes thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors. 



The fourth element in our analysis of stress involves the be- 
haviors that the person uses in order to try to cope with demands 
of the situation. Responses may be mental, as when a quarterback 
trie? tc figure out which play to call, or they may be physical or 
social responses, such as shooting a free throw or dealing with an 
angry opponent. 

To view this sequence in action, let us consider Kevin, who is 
at the plate with two outs, the bases loaded, and his team trailing 
by a run in the last inning. He is facing a pitcher who has struck 
him out twice without his even hitting a foul ball. He views the 
pitcher as being too tough for him (demands exceed resources). He 
thinks that if he strikes out again, his parents, coach, and teammates 
will be disappointed in him and he will be disappointed in himself. 
These appraisals of the situation, his ability to cope with it, and t f e 
negative consequences he expects combine to produce predictable 
physical results. His mouth is as dry as a ball of cotton. His legs are 
shaking and he can barely hold the bat. His stomach is churning 
and his heart is pounding. His responses to the situation involve 
trying to concentrate on the pitcher and swing only at balls that are 
in the strike zone. Whatever the outcome of his actions, it is clear 
that Kevin is experiencing a high degree of stress. 

Kevin's stress response to the situation seems quite natural. 
Most of us would probably react in much the same way. Yet some 
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would argue that situation- such as this place too much stress on 
diildren before they are psychologically equipped to handle it. Are 
youth sports indeed too stressful for children? 

How Stressful Are Youth Sports? 

Researchers have used various approaches to try to measure 
the stressfulness of the youth sport setting. In several studies elec- 
tronic devices were attached to children so that their physiological 
arousal could be measured directly, though a method known as 
telemetry. The instruments send a radio signal to a receiver so that 
physiolog: 1 responses, such as heart rate, can be measured while 
the subject is behaving normally. These studies have shown that 
child-en can experience high levels of arousal during athletic con- 
tests. For example, heart rates averaging nearly I/O beats per 
minute have been recorded in male Little League Baseball players 
while they were at bat. 

The problem with this approach, however, is that physiologi- 
cal measures by themselves cannot tell us exactly which emotion is 
being experienced by the child. In some children elevated heart 
rates may reflect high levels of anxiety, while in others they may 
reflect simple excitement or elation. We can't tell merely by meas- 
uring the level of arousal. 

To get around this problem, another approach has been to ask 
children to fill out rating scales of how tense, anxious, or worried 
they are at a particular moment. In a series of studies conducted ?t 
UCLA, Tara Scanlan and Michael Passer obtained anxiety ratings 
from boys and girls immediately before and after youth soccer 
matches. They found that most children reported rather low levels 
of anxiety at both points in time. However, about 20 percent of the 
children reported high levels of stress before the game, and many 
of the children reported high anxiety af">r games that their teams 
had lost. 



There is evidence that sports can be stressful, at 
least for some children. 



How stressful are sports compared with other activities in 
which children participate? To answer this important question, 
Julie Simon and Rainer Martens of the University of Illinois ob- 
tained anxiety ratings fron. nine- to fourteen-year-old boys before 
a number of different activities, including various individual and 
team sports, school tests, and band solos. The researchers found 
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that none of the sports they studied aroused as much anxiety as 
band solos. Moreover wrestling was the only sport that was more 
anxiety-arousing than classroom tests in school. Of the various 
sports studied, individual sports caused the highest levels of pre- 
event anxiety. But, like the UCLA researchers, Simon and Martens 
reported that some of the young athletes experienced extremely 
high levels of stress before competing, regardless of the sport. 

Taken together, the research results suggest that sport partici- 
pation is not exceedingly stressful for most children, especially in 
comparison with other activities in which children have their per- 
formance evaluated. But it is equally clear that the sport setting is 
capable of producing high levels of stress for certain children. In- 
stead of finding athletic competition enjoyable and challenging, 
some children undoubtedly experience threats and anxiety in the 
competitive sport setting. Such youngsters could surely benefit 
from attempts ;o help them cope more effectively with the stress 
that threatens their enjoyment of tha sport activity, 

How Stress Affects Young Athletes 

Fear and anxiety are unpleasant emotic *5 that most people try 
to avoid. There is evidence that this is precisely what many stress- 
ridden young athletes do. Avoiding or dropping out of sports is 
one of the ways some children escape from an activity they find 
threatening rather than pleasant. Canadian researchers Terry 
Orlick and Cal Botterill held extensive interviews with children 
who were not participating in sports. Many of them had quit sport 
programs. A large proportion of these youngsters indicated that 
they would like to compete but were fearful of performing poorly 
or of failing to make a team. Stress can thus reduce enjoyment and 
participation in athletics. 

In recent years, the notion of burnout has received increasing 
attention in sports. Site athletes and coaches have dropped out of 
sports at the peak of their careers, maintaining that they are too 
"burned-out" to continue. Likewise, youth sport authorities have 
become increasingly concerned about the large numbers of youth 
who are dropping out of sports during the adolescent years. While 
research suggests that in many cases, children drop out because 
they become more interested in other things, there is also concern 
that intense competitive pressures and too many sport demands 
may cause some youngsters to burn out and abandon sports. Sport 
burnout is a legitimate concern, since burned out athletes often 
show depression, loss of drive and energy, and a lowered sense of 
self-esteem that carries over into other areas of then lives. 
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Stress affects not only how athletes feel but also how they per- 
form. All of us have seen athletes fall apart or "choke" under high 
levels of stress. When under great stress, even gifted athletes can 
perform poorly. A key to understanding how stress affects per- 
formance is the relationship between physical arousal and per- 
formance shown in the accompanying figure. 



High 




Low I 

Low AROUSAL High 

Relationship between Emotional Arousal and Athletic 
Performance • 



This relationship taLos the form of an upside-down U. When 
arousal is absent or extremely low, athletes frequently describe 
themselves as flat and do not perform as well as they are able. As 
arousal increases, so does performance, but only up to a certain 
point. Beyond that optimal arousal point at the top of the inverted 
U, arousal begins to interfere with behavior, and we get a drop-off 
in performance. Research has also sho*vn that the more compli- 
cated or difficult the task, the less arousal it takes to interfere with 
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performance. Thus, it takes less arousal to interfere with a figure 
skater's ora golfer's performance than with a sprinter's or a weight 
lifter's. 

High-stress athletes who cannot control their emotions are 
likely to experience higheMhan-optimal levels of arousal and to 
perform poorly. The failure experiences that result only serve to re- 
inforce these athletes' tears and undermine their confidence. Thus, 
a vicious circle involving anxiety, impaired performance, and in- 
creased anxiety can result. Many young athletes never succeed in 
achieving iheir potential in sports because of their inability to con- 
trol their anxiety. 



There is an optimal level of arousal beyond which 
performance begins to suffer. 



One other effect of stress should be noted. There is mounting 
medical evidence that high levels of chronic stress can impair 
health. The physical nature of the stress response taxes the re- 
sources of the body and appears to make children and adults alike 
more susceptible to illness and disease. Sports medicine specialists 
have observed many cases of health breakdowns of various sorts 
among highly stressed children. Not long ago, we saw a twelve- 
year-old competitive figure skater who was experiencing so much 
stress related to her sport that she developed an ulcer. This is surely 
a high and unnecessary price to pay for the pursuit of athletic ex- 
cellence! 

Stress affects physical well-being in yet another way: Studies 
of both college and high school athletes show that stressful life 
changes are related to an increased likelihood of injury. Sports med- 
icine specialists have also observed that athletes who find partici- 
pation to be stressful and unpleasant often appear to take longer to 
recover from injuries. It may be that in some cases, an a thlete finds 
in an injury a temporary and legitimate haven from the stresses of 
competition. 

We see, then, that stress can have many effects on athletes of 
all ages and that most of them are negative. Thus, athletes who 
develop coping skills that allow them to bear up under the ^res- 
sure of competition, to be mentally tough in the face of athletic chal- 
lenge and adversity, have a definite advantage. 
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Negative effects of excessive stress in youth sports 



The Nature of Mental Toughness 

One of the highest compliments that can be paid to an athlete 
is to be labeled "mentally tough " Some coaches and athletes speak 
of mental toughness as if it were a quality that a person either has 
or docs not have. In reality, however, mental toughness is not some- 
thing we are bom with; rather, it is a set of specific, learned atti- 
tudes and skills. 

The specific skills that constitute what we call mental tough- 
ness fall within the brackets of the stress model described above. 
Mentally tough athletes mentally appraise themselves and pres- 
sure situations in ways that arouse a positive desire to achieve 
rather than a fear of failure. Freedom from the disruptive effects of 
fear of failure allows them to concentrate on the task instead of 
worrying about the terrible things that will happen if they fail in 
the situation. Another specific skill that contributes to mental 
toughness is the ability to keep physical arousal within manage- 
able limits. Somehow, these athletes are able to "psych up" with 
enough arousal to optimize their performance without being 
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"psyched out" by excessive arousal What mental toughness 
amounts to, therefore, is specific ways of viewing the competitive 
situation and skills relating to self<ontrol and concentration. 

The core of mental toughness is the ability to control emotional 
responses and concentrate on what has to be done in pressure sit- 
uations. The mentally tough athlete is in control of his or her emo- 
tions and is calm and relaxed under fire. Such athletes do not avoid 
pressure; they are challenged by it. They are at their best when the 
pressure is on and the odds are against them. Being put to the test 
is not a threat but another opportunity to achieve. Mentally tough 
athletes are able to concentrate on the task at hand in situations 
where less capable athletes lose their focus of attention. They rarely 
fall victim to their own or others' self -defeating thoughts and ideas, 
and they are not easily intimidated. Finally, they are mentally re- 
silient and have the ability to bounce back from adversity, their de- 
termination to succeed coming across as a quiet self-assurance. 

It is no accident that mentally tough athletes tend to get the 
most out of their physical ability. Their level of performance seems 
to be more consistent, and they have a tendency to perform at their 
best when pressure is tne greatest. 



Mental toughness is a set of specific, learnable 
skills which can give a youngster the winning edge 
not only in sports, but in life. 



As a parent, you are in a position to help your young athlete 
develop the skills that comprise mental toughness. In doing so, you 
can help spcrts to serve as a catalyst in their personal development. 

Reducing Stress and Building Mental Toughness 

Fear of Failure: The Athlete's Worst Enemy 

Aside from fears of physical injury that produce stress for some 
athletes, most athletic stress arises from the fact that sports are an 
important social situation. The athlete's performance is visible to 
everyone present, and it is constantly being evaluated by the ath- 
lete and by significant people in his or her life. Many athletes d* ead 
the possibility of failure and fear the disapproval of others. Some 
feel that their athletic performance is a reflection of their basic self- 
worth, and they therefore have a great need to avoid failing. They 
are convinced that failure will diminish them in their own eyes and 
in the eyes of others. 
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We are convinced that fear of failure is the athlete's worst 
enemy. The thinking of high-stress athletes is dominated by nega- 
tive thoughts and worries about failing. Unchecked, these concerns 
with failure undermine confidence, enthusiasm, the willingness to 
invest and persist, and, most importantly, the athlete's belief in 
himself or herself. It is these thoughts that transform the competi- 
tive athletic situation from what should be a welcome challenge to 
a threatening and unpleasant pressure-cooker. It is these thoughts 
that trigger the high physical arousal that interferes wi*h perform- 
ance and with the ability to concentrate fully on the task at hand. 



Fear of failure underlies most instances of 
'choking'" under pressure. 



The ideas that underlie fear of failure do not arise in a vacuum. 
They almost always have been communicated to youngsters by 
their parents oi by other important adults. This is not surprising, 
because the basic beliefs underlying such ideas are very wide- 
spread and accepted in our culture, which emphasizes achieve- 
ment as a measure of personal worth. In our society, an untold 
number of children fall victim to their parents' demands that they 
perform exactly as expected, and to condemnations when they fail. 
Too often, the child's achievements are viewed as an indication of 
the worth of his or her parents, and failure brings reprisals based 
on the parents' feelings that they are to blame or that they them- 
selves are inadequate. For many children, love becomes a premium 
handed out on the basis of what a child can do rather than simply 
on who he or she is. 

The fastest and easiest way to create fear of failure in a child is 
to punish unsuccessful peiformance by criticizing it or by 
withholding love from the youngster. Under such circumstances, 
children learn to dread failure because it is associated with punish- 
ment or rejection. They also learn to fear and avoid situations in 
which they might fail. The unfortunate lesson they learn is that 
their worth and lovability depend on how well they perform. In- 
stead of trying to achieve in order to reap the built-in rewards of 
achievement and mastery, children strive to perform well to avoid 
failure. They begin to measure themselves by their performance; 
and if their performance is inadequate, they usually consider their 
total being inadequate. Former UCLA basketball coach John 
Wooden has found that "Because they fear failure, many people 
never try and thereby rob themselves of opportunities to be 
successful." 
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Fear of failure is easy to create, but hard to get rid of 
because it is reinforced by widely accepted cultural 
beliefs. 



As a parent, you can have a dramatic impact on helping the 
young athlete develop a positive desire to achieve rather than a fear 
of failure. Earlier, we described four elements in the stress cycle: 
(a) the situation, (b) mental appraisal of the situation, (c) physical 
arousal, and (d) coping behaviors. Efforts to reduce stress and build 
mental toughness can be directed at all four of these levels. 

Reducing Situational Stress 

The first way in which stress can be reduced is to change 
aspects of the situation that place unnecessary demands on young 
athletes. We are all well aware that coaches and parents can create 
stress by their actions. Many young athletes experience unneces- 
sary stress because adults put undue pressure on them to perform 
well. Coaches who are punishingand abusive to children can create 
a very stressful and unenjoyable environment. Similarly, parents 
who yell at their children during games or withdraw their love if 
the young athlete lets them down can create a situation in which 
the youngster "runs scared" much of the time. Eliminating such 
actions by coaches and parents can reduce unnecessary stress. 

Coaches enter into the life of a child for a limited period of time. 
But they occupy a central and critical role in youth sports and 
greatly influence the outcome of participation. Because of their key 
position, much of our research has focused on the psychological re- 
lationship between coaches and their athletes. As a result of a 
seven-year project, we developed a series of behavioral guidelines 
that proved effective in helping coaches to establish an enjoyable 
athletic environment. The guidelines are simply a set of principles 
that increase the ability to positively influence others, and they can 
help to reduce stress. 

The positive approach emphasized in the coaching guidelines is 
specifically designed to counteract the conditions that create fear 
of failure. The same is true of the philosophy of winning discuss- 
ed in Chapter 1 . By promoting this philosophy of winning through 
use of the behavioral guidelines, coaches stand an excellent chance 
of creating a competitive sport environment in which children can 
enjoy themselves, develop their skills in an atmosphere of encour- 
agement and reinforcement, and experience positive and suppor- 
tive relationships with their coach and teammates. 



ERIC 




Parents' Complete Guide to Youth Sports 



123 



Coaches can be either a source of stress or a buffer 
against its harmful effects. 



One of the most important differences betweer a positive 
approach to coaching and a negative approach is the kind of moti- 
vation that each produces. In a negative approach, punishment and 
criticism are used liberally in an attempt to "stamp out" mistakes. 
This approach operates by creating fear of failing. In contrast, the 
positive approach makes use of encouragement and reinforcement 
in an attempt to strengthen desirable behaviors. The motivation 
this kind of an approach develops is a positive desire to achieve 
and succeed rather than a negative fear of making mistakes. Thus, 
while both approaches may result in improvements in perform- 
ance, they do so for different reasons and they create different types 
of motivation. 

Under the positive approach, athletes come to see successful 
performance as an opportunity to experience a reward. On the 
other hand, the athlete who has been coached by the negative 
approach comes to view successful performance as a way of avoid- 
ing punishment. It is not surprising that athletes coached with a 
positive approach come to see pressure situations as challenges 
and opportunities, whereas those subjected to a negative approach 
see the same kinds of situations as threats. A discussion of the prin- 
ciples comprising the positive approach is presented in a book en- 
titled Handbook for Youth Sports Coaches. (For pricing and order 
information, contact: American Alliance Publications, 1900 Asso- 
ciation Drive, Reston, VA 22091; telephone (703) 476-3481.) 

Increasing the Athlete's Resources: Skills and Social Support 

Stress is experienced when we perceive an imbalance between 
the demands of the situation and the resources that we have to cope 
with the demands. It follows that another approach to reducing 
stress is to increase the young athlete's resources. Two types of re- 
sources are very important: (a) the skills that the athlete possesses, 
and (b) the amount of support that the athlete receives from im- 
portant people, such as the coach, teammates, and parents. Parents 
and coaches arc in a position to influence both types of resources, 

It is quite natural to fe^ insecure when we don't have the skills 
needeu to cope with a situation. Many young athletes experience 
this insecurity when they first begin to learn a sport. As their ath- 
letic skills increase, they become better able to deal with the de- 
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mands of the athletic situation, and their stress decreases. Thus, 
being an effective teacher and working with your child to improve 
skills is one way that you can help reduce athletic stress. Here, 
again, we strongly recommend the positive approach, since we feel 
this is the most effective way to teach skills and create a positive 
learning environment. As athletes become more confident in their 
abilities, they see themselves as more prepared to cope with the de- 
mands of the athletic situation. 



Athletic stress can be reduced by mastery of sport 
skills and by ample social support 



As a pareni, you obviously are a potent source of social sup- 
port for your child. But our research also shows quite clearly that 
coaches who use the positive approach have more cohesive teams 
on which athletes like on? another more. By using their "rein- 
forcement power" to encourage teammates to support one another, 
coaches can help create a higher level of social support for all of 
their athletes. When a team can pull top ether and support one 
another in pressure situations, this kind of social support can help 
reduce the level of stress experienced by individual athletes. 





Coaches— and parents— can reduce stress by being supportive of young 
athletes. 
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Developing Winning Attitudes Toward Competition 

Earlier, we noted that we use the term stress in two different 
ways. One use of the term relates to situations that place high de- 
mands on us. The other refers to our response to such situations. The 
importance of this distinction becomes particularly clear when we 
deal vith the role of mental processes in stress. There is a big dif- 
ference between pressure situations and feeling pressure. Mentally 
tough athletes perform well in pressure situations precisely be- 
cause they have eliminated the pressure. They report that although 
intellectually they are aware that they are in a very tough situation, 
they really don't feel the pressure on the inside. There is no way to 
eliminate pressure situations; they will always be there because they 
are a natu ral part of competition. This does not mean, however that 
athlete* have to respond to such situations by experiencing high 
levels of stress and getting "psyched out." 

Mentally tough competitors manage pressure well largely be- 
cause they have become disciplined thinkers. Either consciously or 
unconsciously, they have made th? connection in their own heads 
between what they think and how much pressure they feel during 
competition. They have learned (often the hard way) that thoughts 
like these produce pressure: 

• What if I don't do well? 

• I can't blow it now. 

• I can't stand this pressure. 

• I'll never live it down if I lose. 

• If I miss these free throws, what will everyone say? 

• If I don't sink this putt, I'll lose everything! 

On the other hand, mentally tough athletes think like this in 
pressure situations: 

• I'm going to do the best I can and let the cards fall 
where they may. 

• All I can do is give 100 percent. No one can do more. 

• This is supposed to be fun, and I'm going to make 
sure it is. 
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• I don't have to put pressure on myself. All I have to 
do is focus on doing my job the best I know how. 

• I'm concentrating on performing rather than on 
winning or losing. 

The first set of statements causes an athlete to react to adver- 
sity with stress and anxiety. The second set of statements focuses 
attention where it should be: on giving maximum effort and con- 
centrating totally on what has to be done. Pressure situations be- 
come welcome opportunities, rather than dire threats, for mentally 
tough athletes. Former Marquette University basketball coach Al 
McGuire has said, "When an athlete can start loving advereity, I 
know I've got a competitor!" The bottom line is that the fundamen- 
tal difference between mentally tough athletes and "chokers" is the 
way they choose to construct the situation in their heads. Situations 
are not nervous, tense, or anxious — people are! The sooner you can 
help athletes to realize that pressure comes from within and not 
from outside, the sooner they can start shutting it down. 

One of the great benefits of sport as a training ground for men- 
tal toughness is that the consequences of failure are temporary and 
unlikely to have a long-term impact on the future of a child (as fail- 
ing in school might). This places you in a great position to help your 
young athlete develop a healthy philosophy about achievement 
and an ability to tolerate failure and setbacks when they occur. The 
starting point for such training is the philosophy that great coaches 
like John Wooden and Vince Lombardi instilled in their athletes. 
We have described this philosophy in Chapter 1 . These coaches de- 
veloped mentally tough athletesand teams by realizing that an ob- 
session with winning is self-defeating, because it places the cart 
before the horse. They realized that effort should be directed not 
toward winning, but toward performing to the very best of the ath- 
lete's ability at the timfe. Doing the very best one can at any moment 
should always be the focus and the goal. Winning will take care of 
itself; the only thing that can be directly controlled is effort . Mental 
toughness arises in the realization that "I am performing against 
myself, not someone else. I will always be my own toughest op- 
ponent, and winning the battle with myself paves the way for win- 
ning the contest with my opponent." 

Here are some specific attitudes that you can communicate to 
your child. 
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1 . Sports should be fun. Emphasize to your young athlete that 
sports anc' other activities in life are enjoyable for the playing, 
whether you win or lose. Athletes should be participating, first and 
foremost, to have fun. Try to raise your child to enjoy many activ- 
ities in and of themselves so that winning is not a condition for 
enjoyment. 

2. Anything worth achieving is rarely easy. There is nothing 
disgraceful about it being a long and difficult process to master 
something. Becoming the best athlete one can be is not an achieve- 
ment to be had merely for the asking. Practice, practice, and still 
more practice is needed to master any sport. 



'The will to win is important, but the will to 
prepare to win is essential/ 

Joe Futerno, college football coach 



3. Mistakes are a necessary part of learning anything well. Very 
simply, if we don't make mistakes, \,e probably won't learn. Em- 
phasize to yoar child that mistakes, rather than being things to 
avoid at all costs, are stepping stones to success. They give us the 
information we need to adjust and improve. The only true mistake 
is a failure to learn from our mistakes. 

4. Effort is what counts. Emphasize and praise effort as well as 
outcome. Communicate repeatedly to your young athlete that all 
you ask is that he or she give total effort. Through youi actions and 
your words, show your child that he or she is just as important to 
you when trying and foiling as when succeeding. If maximum ef- 
fort is acceptable to you, it can also become acceptable to your 
young athlete. Above all, do not punish or withdraw love and ap- 
proval when he or she doesn't perform up to expectations. It is such 
punishment that builds fear of failure. 

5. Do not confuse worth with performance. Help youngsters to 
distinguish what they do from what they are. A valuable lesson for 
children to learn is that they should never identify their worth as 
people with any particular part of themselves, such as their com- 
petence in sports, their school performance, or their physical ap- 
pearance. You can further this process by demonstrating your own 
ability to accept your child unconditionally as a person, even when 
you are communicating that you don't approve of some behavior. 
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Also, show your child that you can gracefully accept your own mis- 
takes and failures. Show and tell your child that as a fallible human 
beijg, you can accept the fact that despite your best efforts, you are 
going to occasionally bungle things. If children can learn to accept 
and like themselyes, they will not unduly require the approval of 
others in order to feel worthwhile. 

6. Pressure is something you put on yourself. Help your young 
athlete to see competitive situations as exciting self-challenges 
rather than as threats. Emphasize that he or she can choose how to 
think about pressure situations. The above attitudes will help to 
develop an outlook on pressure that transforms it into a challenge 
and an opportunity to test themselves and to achieve something 
worthwhile. 



The real competitor relishes the toughest 
situations. He doesn't have a choke level — he has f»:t 
enjoyment level. He knows few players get to 
compete for the biggest rewards/ and he loves it" 

Johnny Majors, college football coach 



7. Try to like and respect sport opponents. Some coaches and 
athletes think that proper motivation comes from anger or hatred 
for the opponent. We disagree. Sports should promote sportsman- 
ship and an appreciation that opponents, far from being the 
"enemy/ are fellow athletes who make it possible to compete. 
Hatred can only breed stress and fear. In terms of emotional 
arousal, fear and anger are indistinguishable patterns of physio- 
logic responses. Thus, the arousal of anger can become the arousal 
of fear if things begin to go badly during a contest. College football 
coach Tom Osborne preaches respect for the opponent because, in 
his experience, "Athletes who play in a generally relaxed environ- 
ment where there's goodwill toward their opponents are less fear- 
ful and play better." 

When children learn to enjoy sports for their own sake, when 
their goal becomes to do their best rather than to be the best, and when 
they avoid the trap of defining their self-worth in terms of their per- 
formance or the approval of others, then their way of viewing 
themselves and their world is one that helps prevent stress. Such 
children are success-oriented rather than failure-avoidant. Parents 
who impart these lessons to their young athletes give them a price- 
less gift that will benefit them in many of their endeavors in lite. 
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Controlling Arousal: 

Teaching \bur Child Relaxation Skills 

Without carefully examining our thought processes, we may 
have little awareness of the appraisals that we are making about 
situations that produce stress. But we are all painfully aware of the 
physical responses of our bodies to such appraisals. We respond to 
perceived threat by shifting into high gear on a physiological level. 
Our heartbeat becomes faster and stronger so that more oxygen can 
be pumped through our bloodstream to the muscles. Our muscles 
become tense in readiness to confront the emergency. Stress hor- 
mones pouring into our bloodstream increase our level of arousal. 
These and other physiological changes are experienced by us as the 
stirred-up state that we associate with emotion. As noted earlier, a 
moderate level of arousal can psych us up to perform more effi- 
ciently. On the other hand, high levels of arousal can interfere with 
our tho ight and behavior patterns. 



Are sal can be controlled with relaxation training. 



Th3 ability to remain calm in a stressful situation, or at least to 
prevent arousal from climbing out of control, is a useful stress man- 
agement skill. Many athletes have found that they can learn to pre- 
vent or control high levels of tension through training in muscle 
relaxation skills. Because one cannot be relaxed and tense at the 
same time, voluntary relaxation gives athletes the ability to turn off 
or tcne down tension. Although it is clearly a skill and must be 
learned through work and practice, most people can be trained to 
relax. 

Relaxation training actually has two benefits. The first is *he 
ability to reduce or control the level of arousal, but the second is 
equally important. In the courst < relaxation training, peo^io hp- 
come more sensitive to what is going on inside their bodies and are 
better able to detect arousal in it* beginning stages. When they can 
detect the early warning signs of developing tension, they can plug 
in their coping responses at an early stage before the tension gets 
out of control. 

We have been training athletes in relaxation skills for many 
years. We have found that children as young as fh' or six years of 
age can be trained in relaxation, »\nd they can the.* use these skills 
to reduce tension and anxiety. Our experience has been that chil- 
dren who learn this ' other stress-coping skills (such as the atti- 
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tudes described earlier) show a /narked increase in self-confidence 
and are less reluctant to tackle difficult situations. 



Mastering coping skills at an early age can benefit a 
child throughout life. 



We now describe a training program that you can use to train 
your athletes (and yourself, if you wish) in relaxation skills. The 
approach that we describe involves training through a process of 
voluntarily tensing and relaxing various muscle groups. The goal 
is to learn voluntary relaxation skills while gaining increased sen- 
sitivity to body tension. We find that within about c week of con- 
scientious training, most people can increase their ability to relax 
themselves and reduce tension. 

If you wish to help your young athlete learn relaxation, we rec- 
ommend that you go through the exercises on youi own several 
times to become familiar with the procedure. Then you can easily 
guide your youngster through the exercises until they become fa- 
miliar enough with them to practice without your help. 

We recommend that the relaxation exercises be practiced at 
least once and preferably twice a day until they are mastered. Prac- 
tice should be carried out in a comfortable chair or on a fairly soft 
floor (that is, on a carpeted floor or gym mat). 

Explain to your child the reasons for relaxation training, and 
point out that many champion athletes have learned this skill. As 
you guide your youngster through the exercises, use a slow, relaxed 
f one of voice. Give the child plenty of time to experience the sensa- 
tions, and irake sure that he or she is doing the breathing part of 
the exercises correctly. The goal of the training is to combine relaxa- 
tion, exhalation, and the mental command to relax repeatedly so 
that your young athlete will be able to induce relaxation by exhal- 
ing and mentally teJing himself or herself to relax. 



Mentally tough athletes have the ab^ty to relax 
themselves quickly, even in the heat of v mpetition. 



In our training procedure, we start by concentrating on the 
hands and arms; move to the legs, stomach and chest, back 
muscles, and neck and jaw; and finish up with the facial and scalp 
muscles. Here are the steps. 
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Performance in precision sports like figure skating can be 
negatively affected by muscle tension. 

1. While sitting comfortably, bend your arms at the elbow. Now 
make a hard fist with both hands, and bend your wrists 
downward while simultaneously tensing the muscles of your 
upper arms. This will produce a state of tension in your hands, 
forearms, and upper arms. Hold this tension for five seconds 
and study it carefully, then slowly let the tension out halfway 
while concentrating on the sensations in your arms and 
fingers as tension decreases. Hold the tension at the halfway 
point for five seconds, and then slowly let the tension out the 
rest of the way and rest your arms comfortably in your lap. 
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Concentrate carefully on the contrast between the tension 
which you have just experienced and the relaxation which 
deepens as you voluntarily relax the muscles for an additional 
ten to fifteen seconds. As you breathe normally, concentrate on 
those muscles and give yourself the mental command to relax 
each time you exhale. Do this for seven to ten breaths. If you 
train your young athlete, here is a sample of how you can 
phrase the instructions when presenting this a erase: 

We're going to start out with the arms and hands. What I'd like you 
to do while keeping your eyes closed is to bend your arms and make a 
fist like this. [Demonstrate] Norn make a hard fist and tense those 
muscles in your arms hard. Notice the tension and the pulling 
throughout your arms as those muscles stretch and bunch up like 
rubber bands. Focus on thoce feelings of tension in your arms and 
hands. 

[After five seconds]: Now slowly begin to let that tension out 
halfway, and concentrate very carefully on the feelings in your arms 
and hands as you do that. Now hold the tension at the halfway point 
and notice how your arms and hands are less tense than before but 
that there is still tension present. 

[After five seconds]: Now slowly let the tension out all the way 
and just let your arms and hands become completely )elaxed f just 
letting go and becoming more and more relaxed, feeling the 
tension draining away as the muscles le* go and become completely 
relaxed. And now, each time you breathe out, let your mind tell your 
body to relax, and concentrate on relaxing the muscles even more. 
That's good ...just le> go. 

2. Tense the calf and thigh muscles in your legs. You can do this 
by straightening out your legs hard while pointing your toes 
downward. Hold the tension for five seconds, then slowly let 
it out halfway. Hold the halfway oint for an additional five 
seconds, and then slowly let th* i on out all the way and 
concentrate on relax 4 * - ne t v s completely as possible. 
Again, pay careful a nl on ic .ie feelings of tension and 
relaxation as they deve 3 o[ Finish by giving the muscles the 
mental command "Relax" ea^h tin * you exhale (seven to ten 
times), and concentrate on taxing them as deeply as possible. 

3. Cross the palms of your hands in front of your chest and press 
them together to tense the chest and shoulder muscles. At the 
same time, tense yo»ir stomach muscles hard. As before, hold 
the tension for five seconds, then slovly let the tension out 
halfway and focus on the decreasing levels of tension as you 
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do so. Hold again for five seconds at the halfway point and 
then slowly let the tension out completely Again, do the 
breathing procedure with the mental command to deepen the 
relaxation in your stomach, chest and shoulder muscles. 

4. Arch your back and push your shoulders back as far as 
possible to tense your upper and lower back muscles. (Be 
careful not to tense these muscles too hard.) Repeat the 
standard procedure of slowly releasing the tension halfway 
then all the way. Finish by doing the breathing exercise and 
mental command as you relax your back muscles as deeply as 
possible. 

5. Tense your neck and jaw muscles by thrusting your jaw 
outward and drawing the corners cf your mouth back. Release 
the tension slowly to the halfway point, hold for five seconds 
there, and then slowly release the tension in these muscles all 
the way. Let your head droop into a comfortable position and 
your jaw slacken as you concentrate on totally relaxing these 
muscles with your breathing exercise and mental command. 
(You can also tense your neck muscles in other ways, such as 
bending your neck forward, backward, or to one side. 
Experiment to find out the way that* s best for you. Tense your 
jaw at the s>ame time.) 

6. Wrinkle your forehead and scalp to tense these muscles. Hold 
the tension for five seconds, then release it halfway for an 
additional five seconds. Then relax your eyes completely. 
Focus on relaxing your facial and scalp muscles completely, 
and use your breathing exercise and mental command. 

7. While sitting in a totally relaxed position, take a series of short 
inhalations, about one per second, until your chest is filled and 
tense. Hold each for about five seconds, then exhale slowly 
while thinking silently to yourself "Relax." Most people can 
produce a deeply relaxed state by doing this. Repeat this 
exercise three times. 

8. i inish off your relaxation practice by concentrating on 
breathing comfortably into your abdomen (rather than into 
your chest area). Simply let your stomach fill with air as you 
inhale, and deepen your relaxation as you exh le. Abdominal 
breathing is far more relaxing than breathing into the chest. 

As you guide your young athlete through the exercises, you 
can practice them yourself. You will find relaxation very useful ; n 
your own life. It not only serves as a weapon against tension and 
stress, but it produces an enjoyable state in its own right. 
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Urge your child to use relaxation skills whenever he or she 
begins to feel unduly tense. Relaxation can also be used for prepar- 
ing to deal with stressful situations by imagining these situations 
while concentrating on remaining completely relaxed. For ex- 
ample, the young athlete might imagine shooting a crucial free 
throw in a basketball game as vividly as possible while maintain- 
ing as deep a state of relaxation as possible. Relaxation together 
with mental rehearsal is a technique used by many champion ath- 
letes as part of their mental preparations for stressful athletic situa- 
tions. We have found *hat child athletes can also benefit from this 
procedure. 

The stresses of athletic competition must be faced by all ath- 
letes, young and old. As a parent, you can use these stresses as op- 
portunities to teach your youngster coping skills that will be 
beneficial not only in sports but in other areas of life as well. The 
athlete' s greatest enemy is fear of failure, and anything that you 
Tun do to prevent this from developing or to teach your youngster 
to mastcv it w ; ll help to make sport participation more enjoyable 
andprodudwe. 
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CHAPTER 8 
MALE AND FEMALE 
HIGH SCHOOL ATHLETES: 
Drugs, College Recruiting, 
and Other Concerns 



Recently, a former All-American football player sat in the stands with 
his elderly father, watching his son play in a state championship football 
game. In the middle of the third quarter, the son took the ball and ran 
through the opposition eighty-two yards for what was to be the winning 
touchdown. As the shouting and cheering died, the grandfather turned to 
his son, the former All-American player, and proclaimed, "You have now 
had your greatest experience in sport. " Having -watched his son perform 
similar sport heroics a generation earlier, the grandfather knew whereof 
he spoke. 

It is obviously gratifying to watch our sons and daughters per- 
form well. They will not all win championship games; many won't 
make the starting team, but we hope that most school districts will 
provide an opportunity for all to participate. Sport participation at 
this age is fun and provides opportunities for self-confidence, ac- 
ceptance by peers and adults, and fitness. 

If sports are all that good at this age, then what are the prob- 
lems? Many of the issues discussed in previous chapters apply in 
a special way to high school-aged athletes. We explore a few in this 
chapter in the hope that we may help make the high school sport 
experience just a little bit better. 

The Young Woman Athlete in High School 

The high school female in sports are a relatively new phenom- 
enon. Competing in a physical, demanding activity for the first 
time, the young woman with little sport experience may encounter 
problems in knowing when to press ahead, when to go all out, and 
when to take it a bit easy. She may have no understanding of how 
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important it is to pace herself during early workouts and practices. 
Few things can take the joy out of sports more effectively than over- 
exertion when one is not properly conditioned for an all-out effort. 



The need for preseason conditioning may be 
overlooked by the "new"' young woman athlete. 



A female high school athlete should start a conditioning pro- 
gram with her friends before the season begins. She should be 
ready for that day when the coach suggests some intense efforts to 
see "who really wants to be on the team." Starting six to eight weeks 
before the season to do some stretching, strengthening, and aero- 
bic conditioning exercises with a small group of peers can be fun. 
It will assure them all a better chance of keeping up when they do 
' am out for the team. 

Even in self-directed preseason exercise, the new athlete may 
have to be reminded not to exercise when she has pain and, if some 
joint or tendon area begins to hurt, to ease up and give it some rest. 
Don't let the young woman bel J eve that playing through pain is a 
smart part of sports. When it hurts you, you're hurting it! 

Parents should be prepared for the time when their athlete 
daughter begins to take her sport experience seriously. Women's 
sports in high school are providing opportunities of the same 
degree of intensity and commitment as have been available to 
young men. 



Academic, extracurricular, and social activities 
should not and need not be forgotten or sacrificed 
for a high school sport career. 



The day !i2S arrived for young women in high school sports 
when a superstar can emerge, attracting all the attention and adu- 
lation that have come to select male athletes in the past. With all of 
this can come some exciting days for the parents and some very 
real responsibilities. If your household is blessed wiih i young 
woman high school superstar, be sure her sport activity doesn't un- 
duly rule your household and everyone in it. Learn about the col- 
lege recruiting process before it starts and get an unbiased 
appraisal by a respected college coach as to just how much poten- 
tial your young athlete has in the world of collegiate women sports. 
Most importantly, keep a close eye on those report cards and take 
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advantage of opportunities to introduce some interest into the 
lamily life other thtn sports. 

Some Sport Concerns for Young Women Cnly 
Menstruation 

With the marked increase in sport participation by young 
women, there is a very natural concern about the effect of men- 
struation on sport performance as well as about the impact of in- 
tense competition and training on a young woman's reproducth j 
cycle. Limited studies to date suggest that with the exception of 
elite swimmers, the age of menarche (the onset of the menstrual 
period) is later in women athletes than in nonathletes. A study of 




The needs of the female athlete deserve special 
attention. 
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145 female athletes at the Montreal Olympic Games found that the 
average age of onset of menses was 13.7 years and that women ath- 
letes had a later onset than did the general population of their 
country of origin. Runners and gymnasts as groups had the latest 
onset— 14.3 and 14.5 years— and swimmers had the earliest, 
13.1 years. In another investigation, the onset ov menstruation was 
found to be 14.2 years in a group of Olympic volleyball players, 
13 years in high school and college athletes, and 12.2 years in a 
matched population of nonathletes. 

The reason for the delayed onset of menstruation in athletes is 
not well defined and doubtless varies in different populations of 
women. In some, the stress of intense training and competition at 
an early age may delay the onset of menstruation. In others, such 
as gymnasts and long-distance runners, the marked reduction in 
the level of body fat for elite performance could be a factor. In sports 
such as basketball and volleyball, very tall girls become elite per- 
formers. To attain an extremely tall height, most girls experience a 
prolonged period of preadolescent growth and are late maturers. 
The late onset of menstruation is part of their slower-than-average 
maturation process. 

The relation of menstrual flow to sport performance has been 
investigated in several populations of elite athletes. Olympic gold 
medals have been won by women during every phase of the men- 
strual cycle. Elite athletes report that they train and compete with- 
out difficulty during and between periods. For whatever reason, 
disabling menstrual-related discomfort is less common in athletes. 
Dealing with menstrual discomfort in sport performance, training, 
and competing depends on the severity of the pain and the degree 
of commitment of the young woman to her sport program. A phy- 
sician can presrribe medications that are quite effective in provid- 
ing symptomatic relief for the discomfort experienced by many and 
that will permit continued training or competition. If the discom- 
fort makes sport participation painful and unpleasant, the young 
female athlete should remain on the sidelines temporarily. It isn't 
necessary to prove anything by ignoring the body's signals. 

Although there are fewer problems of menstrual irregularity 
and discomfort among athletes than nonathletes, the incidence of 
missed periods and the cessation of the menstrual cycle for pro- 
longed periods occur commonly in populations of women athletes 
who are involved in intense training. Those young women most 
likely to experience missed periods and interruption of the normal 
menstrual cycle include (a) distance runners and other endurance 
athletes who experience marked reductions in their level of body 
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fat, (b) those making a very keen commitment to a given period of 
training, (c) those who had a late menarche, and (d) any girls who 
experienced irregular menstrual periods before beginning sport 
participation and training. 



The long-term effects of irregular menstrual cycles 
and missed periods on women's health and 
reproductive capacity are not known. 



Anecdotal reports of several elite athletes who have experi- 
enced altered menstrual function with training and sport partici- 
pation but normal pregnancies suggest that there is no evidence of 
any decreased fertility. Women athletes reportedly experience 
fewer complications of pregnancy, fewer Caesarean sections, 
shorter duration of labos and fewer spontaneous abortions; this is 
not an unexpected reproductive record for a population of very fit 
women. For the young female athlete who is intensely involved in 
sport and is experiencing irregular menstrual periods, prolonged 
periods, or absence of menstrual cycles, a visit to the gynecologist 
is strongly recommended. 

Equipment Needs of the Female Athlete 

With the wonderful expansion in the number of v/omen and 
girls participating in sports and the great variation in the sports 
they are involved in, there are certain needs for better equipment 
for the female athlete. In most situations, female sports equipment, 
such as shoes, socks, shorts, pants, sweatshirts, and jerseys, is no 
different from that of the male athlete. All equipment should be 
clean and in good repair and should fit properly. This is obviously 
of considerable importance in regard to footwear. ?roper-fitting jer- 
seys can become import *** if there is underlying protective pad- 
ding that must be held in place by a good-fitting jersey. 

Hot weather presents a unique challenge to the woman athlete 
who can't go topless to expose as much heat-radiating skin as her 
male counterpart can. Cutoffs — half-tops exposing the lower chest 
and upper abdomen — are appropriate pieces of equipment for dis- 
tance runners and other athletes who may train and compete in 
warm and humid weather. 
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Attention must be given to the problem of support 
and protection of the female breast in vigorous 
sport activities. 



Being a quite freely mobile fatty structure, the female breast is 
not very vulnerable to significant injury. Serious bruises requiring 
surgery have occurred in a few rare instances in which the breasts, 
firmly immobilized against the chest with a wide elastic bandage, 
received a strong blow. With excellent breast-support bras availa- 
ble for the active athlete, there is no reason to support and immo- 
bilize the breasts in this inappropriate manner. There is no evidence 
to suggcrt that bumps or bruises in a well-supported breast during 
athletic participation will have any relation to the eventual devel- 
opment of cancer or tumors. 

Currently, a few well-designed bras for the female athlete are 
on the market. One bra that can be highly recommended was 
designed after very sophisticated biomechanical research by a 
group of invesHgators headed by Christine Haycock, a istin- 
guished surgeon and accomplished athlete. This bra, marketed as 
the Lady Duke, provides excellent support for the breast and can 
even be padded for protection in sports in which padding may be 
desired. Good support of the breasts during active body move- 
ments is essential for comfort and good performance. 

The female athlete may pursue sports that warrant attention to 
special equipment. Some sports require strength training which 
may involve popular pieces of equipment that have been designed 
for use by adult males. Young males and most females do not fit 
these pieces of training equipment and should use them with dis- 
cretion if injuries and overuse problems are to be avoided. Also, 
some athletes exercise on seats designed for use by males. The di- 
mensions of the pelvic bones on which women sit differ greatly 
from men's. The seats of racing or tourir. 6 bicycles, of racing shells, 
and of wMte-water kayaks all may be sources of considerable dis- 
comfort to the female athlete. Seats designed for women in these 
sports can be specially ordered. They provide a good bit of comfort 
to the female and improve her performance. 

Supporting Disengagement from Intense Involvement 

Prior to high school, athletics for some girls has meant an intense 
involvement in gymnastics, figure skating, synchronized swimming, 
or swim racing. The preadolescent and early-adolescent girl 
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willingly accepts the discipline and demanding training programs of 
these sports, enjoying the gratifying attention of coaches and parents. 
As she reaches high school age, her social horizons suddenly broaden 
and the young man across the aisle in homeroom isn't quite the irri- 
tation he was the year before. Life begins to provide interesting alter- 
natives to five or six hours a day in the gym or at the swimming pool. 
The young woman athlete may quite suddenly begin to underper- 
form and put on ten pounds of fat that she can't seem to lose. 

Painful as it is to accept, it is probably the end of the line. Your 
Olympic hopeful has had enough. Regardless of the thousands of 
dollars spent on lessons, fees, medical bills, and trips to competi- 
tions over the years, Mom and Dad will do well to prepare them- 
selves to accept some new accomplishments and enjoyments of 
their young athlete. These talented girls who have been heavily 
committed to and quite successful in the sports commonly prac 
ticed by preadolescent girls often are quite disinterested in team 
c ^rts in high school. They may have had enough of gyms, swim- 
ming pools, and coaches, and find it a bit dull to play with less- 
talented, "average'" high school athletes. A recent study of adult 
women who had been elite competitive swimmers as young girls 
found that after they left their very demanding swim programs, 
they shunned active c *Dorts and as adults were much less active 
than women who had never made a serious commitment to sports 
as young girls. 



Be certain that the door leading out of intense sport 
involvement can be easily opened by a young 
woman athlete who has had enough. 



The Early- and Late-Maturing Male Athlete 

A large number of the disappointments and problems that sur- 
round sport participation at the high school level relate to the in- 
volvement in sports by young men who are maturing at a pace that 
differs from the average. The implications of these maturation dif- 
ferences were discussed in Chapter 3 and present very real con- 
cerns in men's sports, where the ability to compete is often related 
to size, strength, and the level of physical w M rity. Because cf the 
special relevance of this issu° to high school youngsters, the major 
points bear repeating here. 

The early-maturing male, who has experienced rapid growth 
in height in the sixth or seventh grade, is shaving occasionally as 
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he starts high school, and is well-muscled before he leaves junior 
high school, can be enjoying outstanding athletic success in youth 
sport p. ogramsand on junior high school teams. He has been a year 
or two more mature than his teammates who are of the same 
chronologic age. During high school, his teammates begin to catch 
up in maturation and most will soon attain greater size and 
strength. No longer stronger or bigger than most of his peers, he 
must face what will b* a painful and difficult adjustment to a less 
stellar role in sports. He h~s been a star performer because of his 
early physical maturity and not because of any unique skill or 
talent This young man can be directed to sport participation where 
size and strength are not major determinants of sport proficiency, 
and he can be encouraged to become involved in some rewarding 
activities outside sport participation. 



For the early-matrring "all star," arrange sport 
competition with individuals of the s^me maturing 
status rather than limiting participation to those of 
the same chronologic Age. 



erJc 



Preventing high schoof disappointments that can be distress- 
ful for parent and athlete alike may be accomplished during the 
junior high school years. The outstanding eighth-grade basketball 
forward might work out with the high school junior varsity and 
thus keep his true athletic talent potential in realistic perspective. 
The early-maturing fc rteen-year-old tennis champion should 
play som^ matches with the sixtec n-yeai^olds to help Katx under- 
stand whether or not he'll continue to excel. 

Frustration and disappointr. *nt of another kind is in store for 
the slow, delayed maturer, the young man whose growth and 
physical development occur after the rest of his classmates art w ell 
on their way to being physically grown-up. If the later maturer is 
small (and most, but not all, are), he won't be competitive in most 
sports because of his size. In wresding, even though matched in 
competition on a weight basis, the small later maturer will not do 
well because of lark of strength and endurance. The small late 
Ttay find i positive experience in the racket sports or run- 
ning .,/orts. Even if he is a tall, laige, late-maturing boy, he won't 
have the strength or potential for endurance that will allow him to 
pi* r up to expectation for someone of his size. Even in sports where 
st length U not a major determinant of performance, the L e 
maturer will probably have problems 1ue to lack of endurance. 

1 Hi 
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Reassurance is needed by these boys and is best provided by a 
sensitive physician who can inform the young man and his con- 
:erned parents about the normal progression of maturation 
changes and the individual's timetable for acquiring increased 
strength and size. If maturation is markedly delayed, an en- 
docrinologist might recommend endocrine treatment to hasten the 
mav ration process. 

Drugs and the High School Athlete 

A host of drugs are available to high school students on the 
street and in the school. How does drug abuse relate to newly ex- 
panding sport participation by today's student population? Per- 
haps drug experimentation among those high school students in 
sport programs is little different frcm experimentation among the 
members of the student body in general. However, young men and 
women who have serious pro »lems with drug abuse are not com- 
monly involved in school sports. 



The young person freaked out on drugs is not going 
to be very competitive on any sport team. 



There are other reasons why the street-drug problem isn't often 
found in the high school locker room. Participation in a high school 
athletic program can provide a young man or woman athlete with 
a very good reason to avoid drug abuse and may give some very 
practical alternative highs. It puts him or her in an environment 
where drug abuse isn't, and can't be, " ool." Another reason is that 
drug use interferes with athletic performance and serious abuse is 
readily recognized. If a troubled young athlete begins to show 
some unexplained changes in behavior and a real drug problem is 
identified, coaches and parents jlike must face the issue and, in a 
nonjudgmental and supportive manner, get the athlete qualified, 
comprehensive treatment. \here are no minor drug problems among 
high school students. 

Although the athlete may be at less risk of abusive ase of street 
drugs, there are a host of sport-related drug abuses that parents, 
athletes, and coaches must be alert to and be prepared to deal with. 
Over the years a large number of chemical agents have found their 
way into sports, supposedly to increase the athletic prowess of the 
user. To date there has not been a single agent among the thousands 
of chemicals and drugs available that can be demonstrated to in- 
crease the athletic performance of a healthy athleto. Currently, 
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there are two drugs commonly found in the locker room that pre- 
sent very real dangers. Both nave been around long enough to have 
been studied under rigidly controlled conditions and found to have 
no significant effect on performance in sports. These are am- 
phetamines (* speed") and anabolic steroids, or male sex hormones. 

Amphetamines, although more common on the sport scene 
a few years ago than today, are still around. Th sy are powerful 
nervous-system stimulants. They give the athlete an exaggerated 
sense of performance, reduce powers of perception, alter fine 
coordination, ard increase the risk of injury. The altered, hyped- 
up, and inappropriate agitation of the amphetamine user usually 
make the speed freak obvious in the pregame locker room. Any 
user will need some information and counseling. Further steps 
may be required if the amphetamines are being provided by a 
misguided parent or coach. 

Anabolic steroids (synthetic male hormones) are particularly 
attractive these days to young men in football, the so-called 
rtrength sports, and certain field events, such as the shot put and 
discus throw. The young man trying to increase body weight and 
muscle mass with a program of increased food intake and weight 
training will sooner or later encounter some "gym rat" who has 
hormone capsules or injections that are alleged to really "put on" 
the muscle. These drugs will increase size and appearance of 




Drugs, vitamins, and food supplements can be a threat to the 
well-being o/ the high school athlete. 
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muscles for a short time. Thk ^crease in muscle size is ot brief 
duration and is due only to water retention in the muscle. This form 
of drug abuse is common among competitive body builders. The 
doses often used are so dangerous that it is unethical to study their 
effects systematically. 

These substances do not solve the problem of body weight and 
muscle mass. In fact, they do not increase muscle mass in a healthy 
young man. Nature has provided him with the ability to produce 
all of the male hormones he can use. 



Anabolic steroids will, in the long run, take their 
harmful toll. 



Over time, the presence of anabolic steroids turns off the pro- 
duction of the male's own hormones and causes shrinkage of the 
testicles, which produce these hormones. Taking anabolic steroids 
over a long time can result in scarring of the testicles and per- 
manent sterility. These drugs are not only useless and dangerous 
but flagrantly unethical. They have no place in sports. 



As a group, high school athletes are the healthiest members of 
a very healthy segment of t ne population. They can, however, en- 
counter minor illnesses brought on by nonspecific respiratory in- 
fections, such as colds and flu. To a competitive high school athlete, 
however, there are no such things as minor illnesses. An athlete with 
a fever should not practice, work out, or play without a physician's ex- 
amination and clearance. Fever responses to illness vary a good bit 
among individuals, bvt as a general rule, a fever of 100 degrees or 
greater should put an athlete on the sidelines. Not only will an ath- 
lete with a fever piay poorly (regardless of all protests to the con- 
trary), he or she will expose other teammates to the infection. There 
is also a very remote possibility of the cold or flu virus affecting 
heart muscle so that it won't tolerate the stress of vigorous exercise. 
Even the finest body can use a little help with rest In combating an 
infection. That will help make the illness as brief as possible. 

On rare occasions the high school-aged athlete can be laid low 
with something more serious than a common cold or nonspecific 
viral infection. Infectious mononucleosis or severe streptococcal 
pharyngitis (strep tiroat) can put the young athlete in bed for a 
week or more. Coming back from such a setback can be demand- 
ingand frustrating. 1 he athlete will need all the support and under- 
standing he or she can get from parents, teammates, and the coach. 



Sickness and Injury 
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As a general rule, it will take at least three days of 
reconditioning for every day of illness and 
inactivity. 



The infection that keeps the basketball sorter in bed at home 
for a week may set him back in conditioning three weeks after he 
feels completely well. Getting back to training bjfore he is 
completely well, free of fever, and able lo go to school all day will 
only prolong his illness and the period of underperformance. Why 
the body responds in this way isn't well understood, but endurance 
and strength come back very slowly after a s ; gnificant infection and 
enforced inactivity. The experience may be made a bit more toler- 
able if athletes know how long it is going to take to get back to pre- 
illness levels of performance. 

The increased intensity of competition, the greater strength 
and size of athletes, and the greater periods of tin <e high school ath- 
letes spend at sports all make sport injury a common part of high 
school sports. Elsewhere we have devoted a chapter to fre nature 
and management of sport injuries. Parents should become familiar 
with that chapter and should share with their athletes information 
about how the athlete' s minor injuries ars to be managed at home. 
(There must be some very good reason for the high school athlete' s 
common compla nt that no one could know less about how to man- 
age injuries than parents!) Together you should prepare an op- 
timum treatment plan for minor sprains, strains, and contusions. 
Know how to effectively provide ICE treatment over the weekend 
to those hurt* from a Friday night game. Have elastic bandages wet 
and refrigerated and plastic produce bags ready for crushed ice. 
Know how to elevate a bed to keep an injured ankle from swelling 
overnight. Have ice cups in your refrigerator to provide ice mas- 
sage for minor overuse injuries that can be effectively treated 
during an evening. 

Inadequately rehabilitated sport injuries are found throughout 
high school sports. Adequate rehabilitation of an injtred ankle, 
knee, or shoulder is the greatest unmet need in the medical care of 
high school athletes. A weakened leg or arm puts an athlete at in- 
creased risk to another injury and obviously hurts performance. 
Following an injury, an arm or leg should be exercised until the 
strength and range of motion of joints are equal to those of the un- 
injured aim or leg. This degree of rehabilitation should be reached 
before the athlete attempts to return to practice or competition. Get- 
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ting the athlete to the rehabilitation facility, providing specific ey- 
ercise needs at home, and observing the youngster's progress are 
important contributions by parents to injury management. 

An additional aspect of injury management, and one that 
nay seem somewhal 4 >eripherai to the injury, is the maintenance 
of fitness during the period of recovery from a sport inHry. In ad- 
dition to the obvious need to stay fit for the most prompt and ef- 
fective return to competition, the high school athlete needs some 
sport-related activity to occupy those hours that were previously 
given to athletic endeavors. The young man or woman with an 
injured arm can run and do lower-extremity weight training. The 
individual with a lower-extremity injury can soon begin to swim 
or work on upper-body weight training. Separating a previously 
busy high school student from friends still involved v/Uh the 
team is an invitation to some less-than-desirable activities. 
Coaches, busy with their teams, cannot be expected to fill these 
hours. Encouragement and support from home will often be 
needed. 



Parents' responsibilities in injuries: 
' Be prepared for treatment at home. 

• Be sure rehabilitation is complete. 

• Encourage, the athlete to stay fit 



How to Handle College Recruiting 

Soon after the turn of tie century, when an Ivy League univer- 
sity constructed a stadium that would seat tens of thousands of 
spectators for the university's football games, collegiate sports be- 
came big business. They have continued to be so. If your son or 
daughter has had a truly outstanding high schcol sport career, he 
or slie is going to be invited into this multibillion-dollar enterprise 
He or she will be recruited. 

For the high school athlete and his or her parents, recruiting 
can be a very positive culmination of a fine high school athletic 
career, or it can mean weeks of irritation, frustration, and anxiety, 
leading eventually to a much-regretted decision about the athlete's 
future education and athletic opportunity. 

Playing the recruiting game demands a well-thougnt-out 
game plan . What follows are some guidelines to how the recrui ting 
game is played and how to end up a winner. 
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• Know the rules. Don't try to play this game without 
knowing them. 

• Know how good your athlete really is. How badly are 
people really going to want him or her in their 
program? 

• Set down some guidelines and rules for dealing with 
r jruiting in your own personal family situation. 
What are you going to allow and what ?s going to be 
off limits in your particular situation? 

• Kp^w as specifically as possible what your son or 
daughter really wants in a school. What kind of an 
academic program and school should it be, and 
where should it be located? What kind of sport 
program wi* 1 .# r child be happiest in? These things 
should be weii thought through before the recruiters 
are in the living room. 

• Parents and athletes alike have to realize at the outset 
thai they must be completely honest with themselves 
and the schools' representatives. Prolonging the 
attention and the courting may be a titillating gamr 
but the athlete will end up the loser. Recruiters wh< 
are not dealt with in a reasonably straightforward 
way won't be misled. Your athlete isn't the first one 
they ever tried to entice to their school. 

How Will Colleges and Universities Know 
About Your High School Athlete? 

Intercollegiate sport is an intensely competitive activity, and 
one can feel quite confident that little of the talent that makes for 
winners is ever going to be overlooked. In spite of the instances in 
which eventual sport stars were overlooked (Bill Russell was re- 
cruited by only one school, and that one very near hi3 hometown), 
true athletic talent at the high school level is not very apt to be by- 
passed. High school coaches get great satisfaction in bringing to the 
attention of college coaches their "well-coached" young stars. The 
college coaches, their assistants, former athletes, and other alumni 
all monitor high school sports in various geographic areas, on the 
lookout for the potential collegiate performer. In addition to these 
scouting efforts, th^re are highly efficient professional scouting 
st.-vices subscribed i > by collegiate sport programs. They provide 
sophisticated, professional evaluations of high school athletes from 
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all across the country. For an appropriate fee, these services give 
college coaches professional analyses of high srhool athletes who 
they observe in summer camps, preseason workouts, and actual 
competition wherever an outstanding high school athlete may per- 
foiui. If your son or daughter has the potential to be a collegiate 
athlete, college coaches are very apt to know about it. 



The first step: Le«m the rules 01 the recruiting game. 



Playing any game demands that the players know and abide 
by the rules. It is especially true in this recruiting game. Breaking 
the rules (and the easiest way to break the rules is not to know 
them) can cost your son or daughter a college athletic career and 
perhaps a college education. 

At the first sign of college athletic recruitment, write for The 
NCAA Guide for the Cotter-Bound Student-Athlete at the National 




The search for potential college athletes is now a 
highly sophisticated process. 
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Collegiate Athletic Association, Nail Ave. at 63rd St., PO. Box 1906, 
Mission, KS 66201 . The young athlete and his or her parents should 
be familiar with the information in this pamphlet and should heed 
the statement on page 6 of the publication, which states. "Do not 
permit prospective student athletes to jeopardize their collegiate 
eligibility through involvement in violation of NCAA legislation." 

How Gocd Is Your Athlete? 
How Interested Are Colleges Going to Be? 

It is essentially impossible for any of us as parents to be 
completely objective in appraising the real abilities and talents of 
our children. It is hoped that most of us perceive our offspring (re- 
gardless of intermittent evidence to the contrary) as sensational. 
The high school coach of your talented son or daughter may also 
lack objectivity. Yet it is important to get a reasonable measure of 
the young athlete's true potential and capacity to compete. One 
suggestion that has served as a good technique for several high 
school seniors is to seek out a nearby college or junior college co*ch 
at a school in which the athlete has no recruitment interest. Make 
arrangements to get that coach's professional appraisal of the ath- 
lete. In this way, at least one major questior can be answered: Is 
the athlete physically big enough and quick enough to play com- 
petitively in college? Most high school competitions don't test these 
traits to the degree that they will be needed in college competition. 
The six-foot-five high school basketball player is goingto be middle 
height in college basketball and maybe a half-steD too slow in the 
eyes of a college coach. It is best to know from the start any limita- 
tions your athlete might have and at what level of college competi- 
tion he or she can play. 



Before things go any further, some questions about handling 
recruiting are in order. Who will talk to the recruiters? How are you 
to decide whom to talk to? Whom will you allow to visit in your 
home? How are you to control the effects of these invasions on your 
athlete's school responsibilities and after-school life? How are you 
going to keep some balance with other family members' interests 
and priorities? 

Some planning can eliminate much of the disruption and 
potential distress. First some decisions should be made as to what 
the athlete sees as top priorities in his college experience. 



Establishing Some Recruiting Ground Rules 
for You and Your Athlete 
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• how important are prestigious academic 
opportunities/ and in what general academic areas do 
your athlete's interests lie? 

• How competitive is he or she academically? 

• Does your athlete need academic assistance? 

• Does the athlete feel strongly about staying close to 
home, or is there a sincere desire to go to some other 
pai i of the country? 

• Will your athlete go anywhere for the right academic 
and/ or sport program? 

• What kind of sport program will the athlete be most 
successful and satisfied in? 

• What style of play, coaching, and team personality 
will he or she find most satisfying? 

Answering these questions eai ly in tl . .cruiting process may 
eliminate a large percentage of interested schools. It is not uncom- 
mon, if they have kept in close touch w ith the athlete's high school 
coach during ihese discussions, for the family and athlete to have 
the coach screen all the interested schools and their recruiters The 
coach can determine which schools 1 satisfy the criteria developed 
in earlier discussions. Probably no more than a half-dozen schools 
will be of real interest to even the most-sought-after high school 
star. 



Much of the harassment of outstanding athletes and 
their families during the recruiting process has been 
eliminated by present-day NCAA legislation. 



No recruiting is allowed during the active sport season in high 
school. 1 he athlete is restricted in the number of colleges he or she 
can be invited to visit, and the number of visits is also regulated. 
The number of home contacts is limited as well. 

Visits by recruiters are followed by visits to a limited number 
of campuses. These visits, of course, are highly structured sales 
pitches carefully orchestrated to impress the student athlete. He or 
she will have no problem getting to see that part of university or 
college life that is thought to appeal most. Students are shown the 
athletic facilities and they visit with the athletes— perhaps even eat 
at the training table— but they can spend no more than forty-eight 
hours at each campus visit. 
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Experienced coaches often gain a good deal of insight into the 
personality and maturity of the athlete during the on-campus visit. 
This social glimpse is an important part of the recruiting process 
for both parties. Is this big, quick athlete going to be a coachable 
team pleyer? More than one young athlete has found a school's in- 
terest cooled or terminated after the on-campus visit. 

The NCAA has legislation concerning high school academic- 
performance standards required for admission to varsity athletic 
programs in member colleges and universities. They are more 
stringent than in the fast and are a sharp reminder to the talented 
high school athlete not to neglect high school scholastic responsi- 
bilities. 



During the all-important senior year of high school, 
when sport performances can be truly outstanding 
and a heavy responsibility, academic matters cannot 
be ignored. 



Sharing Concerns 

Comments made by some of today's high school athletes can 
give us valuable insights into their concerns. Recently high school 
athletes from a midwestern state participated in a series of open 
forums in which they, their coaches, and parents all had opportuni- 
ties to talk about high school sports. Strong and widely varied opin- 
ions and feelings were expressed by parents, coaches, and student 
athletes alike. Here are some examples of the comments made: 

Coach 

• You ask me if soccer is a matter of life or death? No, it 
is more important than that! 

Parents 

• We question the constitutionality of rules which limit 
the length of seasons, practices, and training. We feel 
they are discriminatory, detrimental to the child, and 
an infringement of individual freedom. In our 
modern society it is unrealistic for any group to 
establish limits as to what extent any child may 
pursue his or her ambitions, and to do so would 
certainly kill initiative. 
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• I built a hockey rink in our backyard so my kids 
could practice ev^ry day. I figure I can save twenty 
thousand dollars in college costs and then they'll 
have a good shot at the pros. 

High school athletes 

• I wish there were rules that wnuld set the amount of 
time I have to practice every day. I was in the pool at 
six o'clock this morning and I have to go back tonight 
and work out again. On Sundays I'm expected to find 
an open pool and practice all afternoon. Lock at me, 
I'm tired and beat.. .and there's two months left to the 
high school season and tnen summer practice starts. 

• In every contest someone loses. Athlele« ca^ accept 
that fact. Why can't aduits? After all, what's wrong 
with third place? 

• The worst part of athletics is having to go home after 
a game and listen to your dad tell you what you did 
wrong. 

• I don't like a coach who cuts corners to win. One 
night my coach sent me in to get into a fight with the 
star player on the other team. We were both removed 
from the game. Our team only lost me. The other 
team lost their star. But you know, no one won that 
game that night. 

• When I'm a bench wanner I don't want to be put into 
the game if it means we look bad. 

• Don't drop the alcohol rule. Even though lots of 
athletes violate the rule, those who want to maintain 
high standards can tell their friends they ca*i t drink 
because the rule is there. 

• My parents never missed a game when my brother 
played hockey, but it took four years to get them to 
one of my gymnastics meets. 

High school athletes did not like parents who- 

• Hound you when you lose. I know some kids who 
have ulcers! 
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• Expect me to live up to the reputation of my brother 
or sister. 

• Still wear their letter jackets. 

High school athletes appreciated parents who 

• Don't push me. 

• Still like me even when my team loses. 

• Let me choose any sport f*at I want to participate in. 

• Took me to lots of games in all sports. I appreciated 
that. 

• Give me encouragement and understanding. I need 
that. 

Being a parent of a high school athlete can sometimes provide 
some of your greatest moments. Most certainly it vail provide some 
of the real challenges. Nobody ever said that being a parent of an 
active growing young person was going to be dull, predictable, or 
easy. Remember that the goal of sports must always be, first and 
foremost, to have fun— for the high school participant and certainly 
for the parent, who can do no better than allow that hi^h school 
youth to continue to grow up and away through experiences in 
sports. 
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CHAPTER 9 

SURVIVING YOUTH SPORTS: 
A Commonsense Approach 
to Some Challenging Issues 



Before writing this book, we interviewed numerous parents, 
sport program administrators, coaches, and young athletes. We felt 
that their input and the kinds of questions and issues that they were 
grappling with needed to be covered. To give you some idea of the 
range of concerns that were expressed, here is a sampling of some 
of the comments we heard as sport psychology and sports medi- 
cine professionals: 

/ am wc about my son. He seems to have gotten things out of 
perspective as jar as sports are concerned. Although he's only thirteen 
years old, he's convinced that his future lies in college and prjessional 
sports. Nothing else seems to matter. 

lor tivo years all my son has talked about is playing peewee foocball. 
lie loves th* game and watches the sport all the time on television. This 
year he finally was old enough to try out for a team. He just got cut and 
is r*ally hurt. What cm I do to cheer him up and show him there is a to- 
morrow? 

I'm covching a girls' Softball team. My players are all average in abil- 
ity, and son e of them have relatively little talent. The problem I'm having 
b that every time we lose a garni, their parents, in o,der to boost their 
morale, either blame it on poor caching by me or on bad calls by the um- 
pires. How can I get these kids to understand reality? 

We screwed up and lost tk* state champions' ip game. I'm so down 
and out that I'm ashamed to face anvo < . 

My kids are getting too big for Iheir britches. We're undefeated and 
the kids are so overconfident that they're getting obnoxious. How cvn I 
bang th n down to earth? 
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My son hardly ever gets into games. He likes to play, but he's not 
very good. It seems like he's going to spend the whole season as a bench 
warmer. He's talking about quitting. Should I let him or not? 

My eldest son has never liad much athletic talent. His younger 
brother is terrific and is really in the limelight. I can see that it's causing 
problems between them and that the older boy is having trouble deaHng 
with his brother's success. I feel like I need to do something about it. 

I went out to watch my sen 's wrestling practice the other night. I was 
amazed to see what the coach was doing and saying to those kids. He's a 
real animal with a foul mouth. I don 't want Steve exposed to a coach like 
that unless he changes. What should I do? 

I'm the president of a youth basketball league. We're not having any 
problems with the kids or coaches, but the parents are another matter. 
They're yelling at officials and at their own kids, and the games are get- 
ting to be a real circui. If things don 't get better, we may have to do some- 
thing drastic. 

My husbanu and I thought that sports would bring the family closer 
together. Instead, we're chasing all over, and we see less and less of each 
other. We neoer do anything as a family anymore, and this has gotten to 
be a year-round thing. I'm starting to feel that Bob and I arc growing 
jarther apart 

Helping Put Athletics in Perspective for Your Child 

In the preceding chapters we have shown how athletics can 
contribute *o the personal, social, and physical well-being of 
youngsters. Sports are an important area in the lives of many 
youngsters, and for a small number, youth sports are the first phase 
of a journey that ends in a career in professional athletics. Perhaps 
you hope that your child is headed in this direction. 

To strive for high standards of athletic excellence is com- 
mendable. But parents and athletes alike must realize that the 
chances of actually becoming a professional are remote. Fven if 
your child appears to be a gifted athlete, the odds are overv. helm- 
ing. The following table shows how selective the process is for foot- 
ball, oasketball, and baseball. The figures for football show that 
only 1 in 6,666 high scnool football players will go on to play pro- 
fessional football. In basketball the corresponding figure is 1 in 
14,0U0. And for baseball the statistics indicate that only 1 in 1,200 
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in the free-agent pool actually makes a major league team. Even the 
small number who rise to the world or professional sports can only 
count on a very short career Football and basketball players typi- 
cally last fewer tha^ five years, and the average career of a major 
league baseball player is seven years. 



The Odds Against. Becoming a 



Professional 


Athlete 






Football 


Basketball 


Baseball 


High School Seniors 


1,000,000 


700,000 




College Seniors 


41,000 


15,000 




Free-Agent Pool 






120,000 


Pro Draft Picks 


320 


200 


1,200 


Pro Teams 


150 


50 


100 


Odds 


1 in 6,666 


1 in 14,000 


1 in 1,200 



Given the reality of the situation, a career in professional sports 
or even participation at the college level is an unrealistic goal for 
the majority of young athletes. It is therefore important to impress 
upon youngsters that sports are but one part of their life. It is all 
too easy for youngsters and parent alike to harbor fantasies of 
turning pro and to sacrifice other areas of developmt - in pursuit 
of that tabled states and its rewards of fame, money, and glory. It 
is not at all uncommon for athletes to become one-dimensional 
people. 



College athletes commonly f jrsake educational 
opportunities/ to their own later despair. 



Many athletes view college as only preparation fcr their pro- 
fessional careers in sports. S( hoolwork is seen as important only to 
maintain athletic eligibility. As a result, an alarmingly small per- 
centage of college athletes actually graduate. A study at one Big 10 
university found that while the normal graduation rate was 70 per- 
cent, fewer than half of the athletes received degrees Moreover 
only 38 pei cent of the black athletes had graduated. Another study 
showed that several western college football powerhouses gradu- 
ated fewer than 30 Percent of their senio* fooLball players. Thus, 
unhappily, the lofty ideal of the scholar-athlete often does nci ex- 
tend beyond the silver-tongued pitch of the college recruiter. 
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Although the problem may be most evident statistically in col- 
lege, it doesn't start there. Putting young athletes on pedestals and 
granting them special favors may in the long run be e disservice to 
them. Be thankful if your youngster does have athletic ability, but 
at the same time help him or her to develop into a well-rounded 
person. As valuable as we believe athletics can be for developing 
youngsters, we do not believe spiritual enrichment, social and aca- 
demic development, and quality of family life shoald suffer. Sports 
can offer both fun and fulfillment, but there is more to life than 
sports. 

Perhaps the best advice we can give is to encourage your child 
to participate in sports if he or she wishes to, but at the same time 
do not allow the tail to wag the dog. Help your child to unc* . stand 
that sport participation is not an end in itself, but a means of achiev- 
ing various goals. Teach your cl Jd to enjoy the process of partici- 
pation for itself rather than to focus on such end-products as 
victories and trophies. Neither victory nor defeat should be blown 
out of proportion, and no parent should permit a child to define his 
or her self- worth purely on the basis of sport performance. By keep- 
ing sports in perspective, you can make it a source of personal and 
family growth. 

Providing and Supporting Alternatives 

The development of the child as a well-rounded person is ^est 
served by participation in a variety of activities. Thus, part of put- 
ting sports in perspective involves encouraging and allowing your 
youngster to grow in a variety of directions, one of which might 
well be sports participation. But there are two 2 iporiant instances 
in which sports are not an option in the child's life: One is when a 
child decides that he or she does not ,vish to participat *» ? other 
occurs when a child s prevented from participating. 

In accordance with the "Bill of Rights for Young Athletes'' pre- 
sented in Chapter 1, we support the basic right of every child to 
participate in athletics. Sometimes, however, children make the 
decision not to play. When this happens many parents are ronfused 
t^d disappointed, particularly if thf y have looked forward to their 
child's involvement in sports. Ii is hard under these circumstances 
to respect a child's decis ; on, but in many cases it is very important 
to do so. 



If your child decides not to participate, the most 
important first step is to find out why. 
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Tell your child that you believe it's an important part of grow- 
ing up to take responsibility for one's own decisions, but that you 
wish to understand the reasons why he or she doesn't want to play. 
You need to find out whether the child's decision is based on a lade 
of interest ' the sport or whether it is based on other considera- 
tions. For example, some children would actually like to play but 
decide not to because they don't have confidence in their level of 
ability or in their acceptance by their teammates. Thus, the most 
important factor is to decide whether the child would actually like 
to play. If so, then you as a parent may be able to reassure and en- 
courage your child to give it a try and see how things work out. 
You should point out to your young athlete that skill levels will in- 
crease through participation and that the job of the coach is to help 
team members become the very best athletes they can. 

Sometimes a young athlete decides not to participate because 
of fear that he or she might let parents down or lose their approval 
by not performing well enough. If this is the case, you have a gold- 
en opportunity to deepen your relationship with your child by ex- 
ploring his or her feelings and clarifying your own values and 
expectations. You must face head-on the concern that your child 
has and the extent to which it is based on reality. The fear may be 
based on the child's realistic perception of what you expect from 
him or her. If so, some adjustments in your own thinking may be 
important Are you willing to accept your child for what he or she 
is? Can you love your little bench warmer? Can you be satisfied 
with your child merely striving to become the best he or she can 
be, not orly hi sports but in other activities? If so, and if you can 
communicate thu onest'y to your child, this lesson can contribute 
♦:o lifelong growth. 

What to Do If Your Youngster Wants to Quit 

At one time or another and for a variety of reasons, most ath- 
letes think about quitting. Sometimes a decision to quit comes as a 
shock to parents, but at other times the warning signs leading up 
to the decision are very clear. 

What are the catises of dropping out of youth sports? In 
general, the reasons fall into two categories. The first category in- 
volves a shift in interests, especially in adolescents. Other involve- 
ments, such as a job, a boyfriend or girlfriend, or recreational 
pursuits, may leave little time for sport involvement. In such cases, 
a youngster may simply choose to sei other priorities. 

The second general set of reasons why youngsters drop out re- 
lates to negative sports experiences. Research conducted in the 
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United States and Canada has shown that the following reasons 
often underlie a decision to drop out: 

• Not getting to play 

• Undesirable, abusive coaching practices 

• An overemphasis on winning that creates stress and 
reduces fun 

• Overorganization, excessive repetition, and 
regimentation leading to boredom 

• Excessive fear of failure, including frustration or 
failure to achieve personal or team goals 

- Mismatching relative to physical size and maturation 

If the youngster has decided that other activities are more im- 
portant, his or her priorities should be respected. However it is 
wise to provide a reminder that a commitment has been made to 
the program and to teammates and that athletes o^e it to them- 
selves and to others to honor commitments and to finish out the 
season. This gives the youngster an opportunity to feel good about 
himself or herself by fulfilling the obligation th rough the rest of the 
season— even if the activity itself is no linger pleasurable. 

If the decision to quit is based on one or moi2 of the negative 
factors list d above, there is a legitimate problem. Again, it is very 
important that you listen toyour child and offer understanding and 
support. Beyond that, you may discuss some ways to resolve the 
problems that are affecting the desire to participate. As a last resort 
you may wish to take some active steps to correct the difficulties. 
This may involve speaking to the coach or league administrators. 
In talking with your youngster you should evaluate how intol- 
erable the situation is to him or her and whether the problem? can 
be worked out. In all but the most severe cases, you can point out 
that a commitment has been made, and you can encourage your 
youngster to finish out the season. 

If the problems are sufficiently severe, the decision to drop out 
may be in the best interests of the child. In this case, you would want 
to communicate to your child that * ,f ^ough k is important to live up 
to commitments, you understand L he principle is outweighed by 
the nature of the problems. If the child does drop out, there may be 
other opportunities to play in a sport program that doesn't have the 
negative factors that prompted the decision to quit. 
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What to Do If Your Child Is Cut from the Team 

Heartbreak can be experienced by both child and parent when 
youngsters are eliminated from sport participation. Surely not all 
children can be on the team of their choosing, but we believe that 
every youngster should have a chance to play. Prior to the age of 
fourteen, the practice of cutting children from sport programs is in- 
defensible. At the high school level it is appropriate to have select 
leagues to allow gifted athletes to develop their skills. But even at 
this age, alternative programs should be available for less-talented 
youngsters who wish to play the sport. 

The tragedy of cutting children from sport programs lies in the 
fact that those cut are almost always the least skilled or those who 
have discipline problems. It is precisely these children who are in 
need of an opportunity to grow through sports. Here again, we 
must choose between a professional model and one devoted to the 
development of children. Applying the professional model is cer- 
tain to lead to a lot of disappointed chile rpn. As former basketball 
star Bill Russell described the world of professional sports, "Those 
who don't make the team get tossed out on the street. It is a very 
serious business." In choosing a program for your youngster, you 
should keep this in mind. 



Being cut is an unhappy experience at any age. 



What should you do if your child is cut from a team? The first 
thing is to realize that whether or not your child shows it, he or she 
is likely to feel disappointed, rejected, and perhaps even humil- 
iated. He or she needs your support at this very difficult time. You 
can give support by acknowledging the disappoint? aent felt by the 
child. Do not tell the child not to be disappointed or make unreal- 
istic excuses for why it happened. All people must learn to face dis- 
appointments in life. You can make this easier if you show that your 
love and esteem for him or her has not diminished. 

In addition to communicating your understanding acceptance 
to the child and providing reassurance, you can help your child be- 
come involved in other programs or other activities. Help your 
child to investigate o^ ons in other programs in the same sport or 
in other sports. One child who was at first devastated by being cut 
from a peewee football team was helped by his parents to get in- 
volved in a soccer program and is now having a great time. Your 
child might also choose a no i 'etic activity. If >o, that decision 
should be supported. 
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Being cut from a team may be particularly painful at the high 
school level Moreover youngsters in this age range, particularly 
boys, may be unwilling to openly express the hurt they feel. Creat- 
ing an atmosphere that will help your son explore his feelings may 
help to ease his sense of rejection. 

When Injury Prevents Participation 

A young athlete may be temporarily or premanently elimi- 
nated from a sport program because of an injury. This may be less 
painful to the athlete's self-esteem but can in many ways be just as 
frustrating. For example, a youngster with promising athletic abil- 
ity can have future hopes dashed by a severe knee or back injury. 
Here again, parents must try to understand the feelings of frustra- 
tion, to put up with occasional expressions of this frustration, and 
to support the youngster through a difficult period, kecognize also 
that depression, even if not openly expressed, may be reflected in 
loss of appetite, disturbed sleep patterns, or general apathy. If such 
symptoms continue or become severe, professional counseling 
should be pursued. 



An injured athlete may require psychological 
counseling. 



If a severe injury occurs to your young athlete, it is very im- 
portant that he or she be seen by a sports medicine specialist. The 
possibilities of rehabilitation and complete recovery should not be 
ruled out without consulting an expert in the field. Sports medicine 
specialists are e\perienced in dealing with serious sports-related 
injuries. Most krger communities have specialized sports medi- 
cine clinic , devoted to diagnosis, treatment, and rehabilitar >n. 

Helping Your Child Interpret Causes of Sport Outcomes 

The judgments we make about the causes of events in our lives 
are of major importance. In understanding something that hap- 
pens, we are often asked to decide how much the event was caused 
by us (factors within ourselves) and how much it was caused by 
factors outside our control, such as chance or the actions of others. 
Sport experiences can be an important training ground in forming 
accurate causal perceptions. 

As a parent you can objectively point out what you perceive to 
be the cause of your child's sport experiences. This can help a 
youngster form a more realis e way of looking at things. As adults 
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we have our own biases in perception, but we can try to be as objec- 
tive as possible. For example, if your child blames a loss on a bad 
call by an umpire or a referee, you might point out that your child 
did not play up to his or hei capabilities. This helps the child eval- 
uate his or her own role in the outcome. On the other hand, a low- 
self-esteem youngster who blames himself or herself for a defeat 
may be helped if you point out that the opponent was highly 
talented and played well that day. 

Some parents are quick to protect or comfort their youngsters 
by blaming others for losses and failures. It may be the coach, team- 
mates, bad luck, or fate. Their children are never faulted for failure 
to achieve, for it is alwa j 9 due to some external cause. Parents who 
express, ^uch explanations may be doing their children a disservice 
by communicating that they are never responsible for what hap- 
pens to them. Such children may begin to view the causes of what 
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Sports provide an jppurtwnty for parent and 
child to grow closer together. 
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happens to them as beyond their control. As a result, they may lose 
sight of the responsibility they have for their own behavior and its 
consequences. 

When parents do help their children to accurately interpret the 
causes of events, children can develop a balanced perception of re- 
ality. This is another way that sports can serve as a valuable arena 
for learning lessons and acquiring skills that can be applied 
throughout life. As z parent you can participate in and foster the 
process. 

What to Do After a Tough Loss 

Children differ a great deal in their reactions to a loss. Some 
may be barely affected or may forget the loss almost immediately. 
Others will be virtually devastated by tht loss and may be low- 
spirited for days. 

if your young athlete feels down about a loss, you should give 
him or he*- a chance to feel and express the emotion. It for example, 
the youngster cries after a loss, this is a realistic expression of depth 
of feeling and should be accepted as such. At a time like this, a cliild 
needs parental support rather than a command to "act like a man." 

Respect and acceptance of feeling demands that you not deny 
or distort what the child is feeling. If your son has struck out three 
times and made an error that lost the game, he does not want to 
hear, "You did great." He knows he didn't, and your attempts to 
comfort him may well come through as a lack of understanding 
about how he feels. Likewise, it is not very helpful to tell a child 
that, "It doesn't matter." The fact is that at that moment it does mat- 
ter a great deal! 

Is there anything you can do to make your child feel better 
without distorting reality? One thing you can do is to point out 
something positive that was achieved during tr»e contest. A wrest- 
ling match may have been lost, but some good takedowns and 
escapes may have been executed. By emphasizing these accom- 
plishments, you can keep your child from painting a totally nega- 
tive picture. 



Valuable lessons can be learned from both winning 
and losing. 



Another thing that you can do is to look to the future rather 
than dwell on the loss. Nothing can be done about the loss, so the 
most productive view is to focus on what has been learned and can 
be used again. 
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Above all, don't blame or get angry with the child. He or she 
feels bad enough already. Support and understanding, sincerely 
given, will be very helpful at this time. 

Perhaps your young athlete plays on a team that loses regu- 
larly. If winning is the only goal that is set, your child will be con- 
stantly frustrated. If, on the other hand, scaled-down goals are 
developed, a sense of accomplishment can result as improvement 
occurs. Knowledgeable coaches often use individual and team goal 
setting to create a kind of game within the game. For example, the 
team objective may be to reduce the number of errors, strikeouts, 
fumbles, or penalties in the next few games. Even if games a^e lost, 
children can experience a sense of accomplishment as they attain 
modified goals. 

You can promote similar goal setting on an individual level 
with your child. In addition to performance goals, you can place 
emphasis on such important ingredients to success as effort and 
teamwork Many a team and many an athlete have been helped to 
feel as if progiess was made toward a larger objective when they 
succeeded at smaller subgoals. 

How to Deal with a Winning Streak 

Strangely enough, winning can create its own problems. One 
is overconfidence and the well-known swelled head. Unless care- 
fully handled, winning teams can become abusive to teams they 
defeat. And a long winning streak can provide pressures of its own 
when the emphasis becomes the outcome rather than the piocess 
of competition. 



When a win occurs, the most natural thing is to 
enjoy it 



Youngsters should be allowed to feel good about winning— 
they've earned it. But they should also be reminded :o show con- 
sideration for their opponents. Emphasize that it never feels good 
to lose and there is no justification for rubbing it in. Instead, tell 
youngsters to be gracious winners and to give their opponents a 
pat on the back or a handshake in a sincere manner. 

During a winning streak, most athletes experience not only the 
pleasure of winning but also the increased pressure not to lose. An 
additional danger is that if a team wins too regularly and too easily, 
they may get bored and take their success for granted. A focus on 
effort and continued ir orovement can provide an additional and 
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meaningful goal for youngsters. It is important to communicate 
that you expect continual striving for improvement. Again, win- 
ning is to be sought, but it is not the only objective. Finally, don't 
allow your youngster to rest on past laurels. Pbint out that past 
success does not constitute a guarantee of no mistakes or losses in 
the future. 



In Miami, Florida, directors of a youth baseball program found 
it necessary to move games to midafternoon and to prohibit par- 
ents from attending them because of repeated unrt ly behavior on 
the part of spectators, including profanity and the physical assault 
of an umpire. 

Near Hilo, Hawaii, a dispute among the parents of rival 
peewee football teams Spilled over into a full-scale riot after the 
game. A group of parents from one town later invaded the other 
community with lead pipes and baseball Hts, inflicting severe 
damage and injury. 

In Talequah, Oklahoma, a district judge ordered a youth base- 
ball player's mother to stand trial for murder after she fatally shot 
another player's aunt at a baseball game. The mother, a special- 
education teacher, shot the other wo man after the aunt m ac'e derog- 
atory remarks about her son's playing ability. 

In parts of New York City, high school basketball games are 
played in locked jyms with no spectators to protect players and of- 
ficials from violence. 



"I've watched games where little kids were trying to 
play while parents were screaming from the stands, 
'Show some guts/ That made me sick. It's not fun 
for little kids to play the game under pressure like 



Much of the job of being a youth sport parent comes fr n 
watching your child practice and compete in games and meets. 
Most children also appreciate their parents' interest and atten- 
dance Whatyoungsterisn'tbolstered by looking up into the stands 
and seeing Mom and Dad in rapt attention? 

It is most unfortunate when incidents such as those described 
above occur. Fortunately, the vast majority of parents behave 
appropriately at youth sport events. But the minority who misbe- 



Parental Behavior at Practices and Games 



thai'' 



Billy Martin, r ajor league baseball manager 
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have can spoil it for all the rest. It takes only a few inconsiderate 
parents to turn what should be a pleasant atmosphere into on*: that 
is stressful for all concerned. 

Program directors, game officialr and the participants them- 
selves have a right to demand that spectators observe certain stan- 
dards of behavior. Two prominent sport scientists, Rainer Martens 
of the University of Illinois and Vern Seefeldt of Michigan State 
University suggest the following minimum guidelines: 

• Parents should remain seated in the spectator area 
during the contest. 

• Parents should not yell instructions or criticisms to 
the children. 

• Parents should make no derogatory comments to 
athletes, parents of the opposing team, officials, or 
league administrators. 

• Parents should not interfei e with their children' s 
coach. They must be willing to relinquish the 
responsibility for their child to the coach for the 
duration of the contest. 

Although they may appear totally engrossed in the game, 
many children are very sensitive to what is being said from the 
stands. Laughing or poking fun at an athlete who makes a mistake 
may inject some hu mor for the spectators, but it may be heartbreak- 
ing for the child. Likewise, "bench jockeying," or attempts to rattle 
the opposition, is inappropriate at the youth sport level. Indeed, 
one can question whether s- uch actions are in good taste at any level. 

It is easy to get ca jght up in the action of the game and to sud- 
denly find yourself verbally participating. Parents should never 
shout criticism or instruction at their children. This applies also to 
teammates and opponents. If you wish to shout encouragement or 
praise, make sure that your positive approach extends to the other 
players as well. But again, codes of sportsmanship dictate that rec- 
ognition be given to opponents as well. There is no reason why a 
great play or a great effort made by the opposition should not also 
be appreciated. 

Children are not the only or.es who are the targets of barbed 
comments Some onlookers seem to forget that youth sport pro- 
grams could nut exist without volunteer coaches and officials who 
give unselfishly of their time and energy. They deserve your respect 
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A Little Boy 

He stands at the plate with his heart pounding fast; the bases are loaded; 

tta. die has been cast. 
Mom and dad cannot help him, he stands all alone. 
A hit at this moment would send the winning run home. 
The ball near* the plate, he swings, but he misses; there's a groan from 

the crowd with boos and some hiss?* 
A thoughtless voir shouts, "Strike you bum." 
Tears fill his eyes; the game's no longer fun. 
Remember, he's just a little boy who stands all alone. 
So open your heart and give him a break, for it's moments like this a man 

you can make. 
Keep this in mind when you hear someone shout- 
Remember, he's still a little boy and not a man yet. 

Anonymous 



give unselfishly or their time and energy. They deserve your respect 
and support, and they should be treated with dignity. As tempting 
as it may be, it is simply not appropriate to second-guess, yell in- 
structions, or disagree with decisions made by the coach. 

It is as American as apple pie to boo ana criticize judgments 
made by officials. But such behavior has no place at the youth sport 
level. Officials are human, and they make mistakes. Like your child, 
they are amateurs. The officials are honestly trying to do their best. 
Booing their decisions will not change the outcome or improve the 
situation in any way. Moreover, parents who "get on" officials pro- 
vide very poor models for their children, and such behavior can 
prove highly embarrassing to the young athlete. 

Good sportsmanship among spectators is a goal worth work- 
ing for. We believe that it is the job of parents not only to keep tabs 
on their own behavior, but also to remind others, if necessary. 
Coaches and officials have a big enough job without having to 
police spectators. The rule of thumb f >r all spectators is that noth- 
ing in their actions should interfere with any child's enjoyment of 
the sport. 

Getting Along with four Child's Coach 

Some of the knottiest problems that arise in youth sports in- 
volve the relationship between parents and coaches. Any time 
another significant adui raters your child's world, it may require 
an adjustment on your part. First of all, as we mentioned in 
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Parent - should be aware of how their children are being coached. 



hero. You must also be willing to givt up some control and influ- 
ence in an important area of your youngster's life. Taking a back 
seat to another adult, even temporarily, isn't always easy. 3u^ 
things can get even more complicat l and challenging i* you find 
yourself at odds with coaching decisions that affect y xr young 
athlece. 

Your responsibility for what happens to your child does not 
stop when he or she enters a , port program or joins a team. As a 
parent yea have every right to be involved in and to look out for 
your child's welfare. The tricky part comes in dee'di "if, how and to 
what extent it is appropriate for you to be involved Wher does 
appropriate concern become interference and meddling? At what 
point must your underst indable concern with the hap; mess and 
well-being of your child be temperea by respect and under- 
standing for the role of the coach? What should you do if issues like 
tne following crop up? 
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• Your child isn't getting to play enough during games. 

• Your child is not playing the position best suited to 
his or her talents. 

• The coach is mistreating youngsters either verbally or 
physically. 

• The coach is engaging in inappropriate behavior, 
such as bad language -r hazing of officials or 
opponents. 

• The coach is using technically incorrect, questionable, 
or possibly dangerous coaching methods. 

• ThecoacI is demanding too much time or 
commitment from the youngsters, such that the sport 
is interfering with other activities. 

• The coach is losing perspective of the purpose of 
youth sports and seems preoccupied with winning, 
thus putting additional stress on athletes. 

Because each situation if, somewhat unique, theio are no cut- 
and-dried answers that apply to every case. Nonetheless, there are 
some general principles that can be helpful in approaching and re- 
solving such problems. 

When incidents such as those listed above occus it would be a 
mistake not to consider them problems. Perhaps the best starting 
point is to view them as problems that you and the coach m ist 
work on together to resolve. The ke, .o doing so is establishiL v 
communication and then keeping the lines of exchange open. 

Many parent-, first become a\ -are of problems w hen their chil- 
oren complain about the coach. If this happens, the first step is to 
sit down wif> your youngster and discuss the problem to get his 
or her point of view. You should listen and express concern, but do 
not form a judgment or make condemning statements about the 
coach. After listening, you may decide that the issue does not war- 
rant your involvement and that it might best be worked out by your 
youngs* and the coach. You can help your child by giving "sug- 
gestions on how to approach the coach and express concerns, if you 
can help resole the issue without your direct involvement, your 
child may learn some very important inter r <?rsonal skills and gain 
confidence in his or her problem-solving ability. 
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If Ihe situation seems to warrant i\ you should contact the 
coach and indicate that you would like to have a conference. Such 
discussions shculd never occur during practices or games and 
should not include the child. Having your child there may put 
the coach on the defensive and create an adversary relationship 
between you and the coach. What is needed is a mutual problem- 
solving approach. 



Commur cation is the key to friendly/ productive 
relations with coaches. 



When you meet with the coach, you can help create a positive 
atmosphere for exchange by telling the coach that you appreciate 
his or her interest in the children and contributions to the program. 
You might also communicate that you understand how demand- 
ing the role of a coach is. In other words, try to create an open and 
receptive atmosphere for discussion. 

Next, indicate that there is an issue that you would like to dis- 
cuss with the coach and that if there is a problem, you would like 
to work with the coach in resolving it. Here are some examples of 
wa;: 5 n which you can introduce the problem: 

Jason told me that he mould like to get to play more during games. 
He feels that since he comes to every pr- :tice and tries ford, he'd like to 
vet to play more. (Note that the coach is not being directly accused 
of net playing Jason enough, which might create defensiveness. 
Whenever possible, frame ihe problem in terms of a positive goal 
to be achieved.) 

/ have been to several ofycur baske^oall practices, and I have seen the 
drill where you heve thechildnn praciice taking charging fouls and being 
run over by an offensive player. I am concerned about the possibility of in- 
jury. Is there a safer drill that could be substituted? 

I've seen some of the kids get very upset after being yelled at, anf I 
am concerned. I wonder if there isn 't some way of making it more fun for 
the kids. Sometimes we adults don 't realize how easy it can be to hurt feel- 
ings. 
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Sara joined the program because she wanted to have fun and because 
she enjoys playing softball. There seems to be such an emphasis on win- 
ning and so much pressure put on the girls to perform that at least for 
Sara, it's becoming stressful rather than constructive. 

After expressing your concern, you might once again acknowl- 
edge what a difficult job coaching is, but that you thought the coach 
would want to hear about your concern because you believe he or 
she has the best interests of the children at heart. Then tell th: coach 
that you would like to hear his or her view of the situation Again, 
the emphasis should be on resolving the problem together 

Communication is a two-way street You wi ' need to be pre- 
pared to listen honestly and openly to the coach's point of view. For 
example, his or her opinion of your child's ability and deserved 
playing time may be somewhat different from your own. And the 
role o c coach requires that he or she make a judgment about play- 
ing time. 

Parent.? who voice their concerns are often surprised when they 
are asked to participate in a solution to the problem. For example, 
one fatner who disagreed v/ith the coach's way of teaching a par- 
ticular skill was asked by the coac 1 l o assume the position of as- 
sistant coach. The coach acknowled 6 d that he had little experience 
in that particular area and that he would appreciate th* father's as- 
sistance. In anoiher ins'ance a mother who expressed :oncern that 
her son was not playing enough was asked by the coach to practice 
with the son so that he would improve enough to play more. Thus, 
we must sometimes be prepared to contribute time and effort as 
well as opinion. 

In some cases you may find that it isn't possible to conect the 
situation with the! coach. If you feel strongly enough about the issue 
and are convinced that the coach's actions affect the physical or 
psychological well-being of the children, you may need to take 
further action. Several options are available. 

• First, you may appeal to a higher authority. If a coach is 
being abusive to children, for example, this should be 
brought to the attention of league administrators 

• If the iss'je concerns only your child and not others, he 
solution may be to n quest a transfer to another t^am and 
coach. 
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• The last most drastic, and least desirable alternative may 
be to remove your child from the program. This should 
always be a last resort, because it may have some 
negative consequences of its own. For example, the child 
may be called a quitter. 

Fortunately, most coaches are firmly committed to providing 
the best possible experiences for youngsters. When approached 
properly, they will usually be open to parents' concerns and moti- 
vated to deal effectively with problems. 

Up to iow, we have been focusing on undesirable things that 
might come to your attention. But relatirj to your child's coach 
goes beyond this. When things are going well, it is important to 
offer your support, encouragement, and appreciation to the coach. 
This adult is playing an important role in your child's life. All too 
often, the only feedback coaches get from parents is negative. It iz 
important to let them know when they are doing a good job. They 
deserve it. 

Giving Attention to the Nonathlete in the Family 

Children who are heavily involved o* gifted in athletics have 
no problem getting lots of attention. In some families, so much at- 
tention is paid to the star athlete that brothers and sisters may fade 
into the background. This is most likely to happen when parents 
are heavily invested in sports themselves and prize athletic accom- 
plishments. It is important to keep in mind that all children need 
attention, love, and support from parents. When nonathletes feel 
pushed into the background, parents may find themselves having 
to deal with jealousy, feelings of rejection, and lowered self-esteem. 



Find something special in each of your children to 
love and celebrate. 



Although involvement in oporic is to be encouraged and 
valued, othei areas of achievement should be given equal billing. 
The nonathlitic brother who is trying hard in school or is musically 
inclined or has a knack for making friends deserves recognition and 
support just as the y oung athlete does. Try to impress on your chil- 
dren that each of them has unique gifts and endearing qualities and 
that you are aware of them. Also emphasize that growing up in- 
volves finding out which things children are best at and enjoy most. 

& t ft i 
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Approval of each ^hild as an individual lays the foundation for self- 
acceptance in all of your children. 

Your involvement with your young athlete may v^ry in degree, 
but it will almost certainly require a time commitment on your part. 
This should not detract from personal time with the nonathWic 
children in your family. We frequently suggest to parents that h.ey 
keep a daily record of the amount of time spent with each of their 
children over a two-weel period. They are often surprised to fij 1 
that a huge amount of time is spent on th activities of the young 
athlete. If you find tins to be the case in your family, you may wish 
to block special time around the activities and interests of your 
other children. When this is done, no child in the kamily will feel 
left out. 

Helping Your Marriage Survive \buth Sports 

Youth sports can be an importa. element in family growth and 
solidarity. Anytime parents share significant experience? with their 
children, they can help build stronger family ties. Stronger bonds 
can be forged not only between the parents and children but also 
between the parents themselves. The sport environment is a plac* 
where you and your spouse can witness and enioy the growth and 
development of your child . You cannot sit in a classroom and watch 
academir skills blossom. But you can have a sideline seat to the de- 
velopment of your child's athletic and social skills. Take advantage 
of the opportunity. 

As you are well aware, having children can place certain 
strains on a marriage. The coming of a child into your relationship 
means increased demands on time and effort. Children are very 
needy, and your attention and devotion are the foundation of good 
parenting. Each phafe through which a child develops places 
different stresses and requirements on you and your spouse. As a 
result, parents find that they have less time for themselves and for 
their spouses. Just as youth sports can be a double-edged sword to 
the athlete, so it can affect husband-wife relationships in * positive 
or negative fashion. Couples need to be aware of this fact and to be 
prepared to counteract the potential pitfalls. 



Children no: only are a blessing b also offer 
special challenges to a marriage. 



Many couples center their lives on thier children and are un- 
aware that their relationship is remaining static or perhaps even 
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crumbling from lack of attention. Many couples unwittingly drift 
apart during the child-rearing years only to find at the midlife cri- 
sis that they have little left in common except their children. 
Couples now find that they have become married singles. They be- 
come absorbed in their day-to-day activities and come to discover 
that the excitement of their earlier years together has died. On the 
surface all appears tranquil. The serenity comes from a lack of 
awareness of what is missing in the relationship. The escalating 
divorce rate and the number of single-parent families provide grim 
evidence 01 this. 

Your entry into a youth sport program can free up more time 
for you and your spouse, or it can place even greater demands on 
your marriage. As parents discover, there can be an increased time 
commitment to such things as driving children to and from prac- 
tices and games, serving on parent committees, or acting as 
coaches. Some parents find to their dismay that practices are held 
during the dinner hour and that their kitchen becomes a cafeteria 
with several shifts. The fun and togetherness of family meals be- 
come a thing of the past. For most families this is only a seasonal 
happening. But for others whose youngsters have year-round in- 
volvements, this becomes the normal pattern of living. 

Families whose children are in elite individual sports, such as 
gymnastic, swimming, or figure skating, often bear an extremely 
heavy responsibility One mother whose daug f iter is an up-and- 
coming figure skater rises each morning at 3:0c A.M. to take her 
daughter to the rink for practice. This family spends up to $20,000 
per year on lessons, ice Hme, travel lo competitions, and equip- 
ment. Because of these time and financial commitments, the family 
has not had a vacation in five years. 

To the extent that a sport program does detract from family to- 
getherness, it is important to have family time to make up for time 
spent apart. When a child is involved in games and practices 
several nights a week, parents should make it a point to spena 
Saturday and /or Sunday together as a family. 

For some couples, youth sports become a deceptive blessing. 
Such couples avoid facing problems in their marriage through 
y .ith sport involvement. The focus of their lives becomes the child 
in the athletic arena, and they become so wrapped up in his or her 
activities that they avoid dealing with marital discord. 

Perhaps the most important thing i3 to dedide exactly what 
your priorities are and what you want :>ut of the spore experience, 
not only for your child but also for the rest of the family. If your pri- 
orities are to grow closer as a family, then you n?ed to think of ways 
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in which you can use sports to improve and not damage this pro- 
cess. For exam pie, are you willing to put up with th° chaotic family- 
dinner schHule that often results? Some parents have answered 
this question with a firm no and have allowed their children to par- 
ticipate in only those programs that do not interfere with the rou- 
tines of family life. 

In most instances, you will have to balance the negative against 
the positive things that your child and the family might experience 
in a sport program. Be aware of what is likely to be required and 
how much time and effort you are willing to devote. Once into a 
program, you should also keep in mirrl that you can easily be se- 
duced into more and more involvement. You will have to take your 
turn in car-pooling and you may be asked to perform other duties. 

Special challenges arise for husbands and wives when there is 
a great difference in interest and involvement 1-1 rports. For ex- 
ample, if Mom is totally uninterested in baseball and Dad is a base- 
ball fanatic, there is the chance that Dad will get more and more 
heavily involved while Mom becomes a sport widow. 

What do couples do, then, to compensate for the demands that 
youth sports can make on their relationship? It is important that 
parents give time to their own relationship just as they give time to 
their children. Private moments spent away from the children can 
serve to maintain pnd invigorate your relationship. Recreational 
pursuits c or you and your spouse, an occasional weekend aw<*/ by 
yourselves, dinners out, and a cultivation of interests you share in 
common can help maintain the sparkle in your marriage. 



Marital bliss doesn't just happen automatically; it 
comes from actively working at it. 



All couples must continue to find ways to improve com- 
munication. Get into the habit of talking regularly about your 
thoughts a/d, especially, your feelings. As long as the lines of ex- 
change are kept open and problems are openly discussed, your re- 
lationship with your loved ones cannot only endure, but can 
deepen. 
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